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			Foreword

			Our book offers a multi-perspective discussion of European strategic autonomy or European sovereignty by highlighting the parallelism and overlaps between the two concepts during their development. The writers of the studies examine and analyse factors which may reinforce or, on the contrary, weaken the processes pointing towards some form of European strategic autonomy. The aim of the volume is manifold. Firstly, it provides a general overview on the history of European strategic autonomy and its building blocks. Secondly, in parallel with this, it offers the outline of the effects of the Russian aggression in Ukraine on European defence and strategic autonomy. Thirdly, it gives an outlook on the future of strategic autonomy.

			The volume comprises three parts.  Part I examines the historical background, the clarification of the concept, the role of the European Peace Facility, defence industry and resilience building in laying the foundations for European strategic autonomy. Part II discusses the process taking shape in specific policy areas of the European Union, including space and energy policy, defence innovation and efforts for digital sovereignty, while Part III places under scrutiny the interrelationships between national defence policies and the objective of European strategic autonomy in the case of three core members of the European Union, Germany, France and Italy, as well as two new members, Poland and Hungary.  This part discusses the Member States’ views on European strategic autonomy and sovereignty.

			The edition of the volume was completed in 2025 and authors made all effort to include available up-to-date data. Although processes related to European strategic autonomy are unfolding fast, we hope that this book will prove a meaningful contribution to an in-depth understanding of this complex issue. We recommend the overview provided to students and researchers of EU affairs and international security and defence policy. 

			Budapest, 8 June 2026

			Anna Molnár and Éva Jakusné Harnos

		


		

		
			Part ONE 
European Strategic Autonomy

		


		
			Anna Molnár

			The Concepts 
of European Strategic Autonomy and European Sovereignty

			Introduction

			Since the unprovoked Russian aggression in Ukraine and, as a consequence of that, the return of realpolitik in Europe, the EU has had to adapt to the changing security environment. It has become evident that economic power alone is not enough to shape international relations. Over the past decade, the discussions about European security have moved towards military related issues, with more and more reference to strategic autonomy, European sovereignty and the creation of the European Defence Union in relation to crisis management tools. The latest developments in the international system have incited the EU to focus on the realisation of the defence internal market launching new regulations and financial tools for boosting defence industry and capability development.

			It is not obvious for the EU to transform from a peace project to a defence and security community. The idea of the European integration project was built on the visionary objectives of peace and prosperity. Following the failed attempts to create the European Defence Community and the European Political Community during the 1950s, the issue of defence cooperation practically disappeared from the agenda of the development of European integration until the 1990s. The signatories of the Treaties of Rome, which aimed to create primarily an economic integration and did not mention European foreign, security or defence policy, virtually recognised that the security of Western Europe in the post-World War II era was guaranteed by the United States of America through NATO. The transatlantic relationship became a cornerstone for European security.

			The Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) was created by the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. In the absence of EU instruments for crisis management and intervention, the wars in the former Yugoslavia highlighted the deficiencies of the Common Foreign and Security Policy and the need to further integrate and Europeanise it. The war in Ukraine gave new impetus to the additional development of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) launched in 1999 (Bergmann–Müller 2021). While the Franco–British St. Malo Declaration in 1998 emphasised the need of the EU’s ability to act autonomously (CVCE 1998), the Franco–German declaration in 2023, on the sixtieth anniversary of the Élysée Treaty, emphasised Europe’s strategic sovereignty, digital sovereignty and highlighted the strengthening of European defence (Élysée 2023).

			Over the last decade, during the Juncker and the von der Leyen commissions, the role of the European Commission in the field of European defence industrial issues has grown steadily, even though the amendment of the EU’s treaties has not happened, and the EU’s institutional system has not changed. It is no coincidence that one of Ursula von der Leyen’s six priorities for the next European Commission as a candidate for a second mandate between 2024 and 2029 was the strengthening of the competitiveness of the European defence industry and thus the creation of the European Defence Union (von der Leyen 2024a).

			The concepts of the European Defence Union, strategic autonomy, open strategic autonomy, European sovereignty or strategic sovereignty have nowadays become key issues of the European Union’s Common Security and Defence Policy. Although these terms have been traditionally used in relation to the functioning of states, nowadays they often appear in connection with the supranational institutional system of the European Union (Csernatoni 2022; Michaels–Sus 2024; Roch–Oleart 2024). It is no coincidence, since the EU – as a result of its unusual development – is no longer a traditional international organisation with intergovernmental characteristics, it can be considered a kind of sui generis international actor. However, the EU cannot be marked as autonomous or sovereign in the field of defence, nor has the area of security and defence become a truly common policy. There is no political will to create a European army, as this would require a real constitutional reform, supranational and federal system at the EU level. Despite the fact that, within the EU, the control of the armed forces is a matter of purely national competence, the slow integration of this policy area has started.

			In addition to the EU’s economic power, there have been calls in recent years for the EU to become a military power, i.e. to be able to act independently in a crisis management situation. At present, the EU is a political community that is militarily dependent on the hard power of the United States through NATO. As a result, its ability to act autonomously is partially limited. Since in Europe only the United Kingdom and France have full-spectrum military capabilities, and other European states have only limited national self-defence capabilities, most of them need to be members of a military alliance. Since 1949, NATO, which now has 32 members, has provided this protective umbrella. While with the U.K.’s decision to leave the EU, the EU has fewer capabilities, this choice has also provided a window of opportunity for strengthening European defence (Molnár–Horváth s. a.).

			

			The concepts of European strategic autonomy and European sovereignty in the literature

			The EU’s strategic autonomy can be interpreted as a partial capacity to act; it is a core element of European sovereignty, which in a broader sense means the capacity to act on its own, and to determine its destiny in the fields of economy, security and technological development by more European financial investment and legislative power. It is important to emphasise that nowadays these concepts are used not only in relation to defence, but above all referring to the fields of economy, digitalisation and technological innovation. Hellendoorn argues that “financial trends are closely linked to questions of national security and geopolitics. They are implicated in the erosion of the Atlantic order and the fragility of Western societies, and in the strategic challenges being faced by Europe in particular” (Hellendoorn 2025: 99).

			Although, of the concepts of autonomy and sovereignty, the latter is the most controversial in relation to the European Union, even the issue of strategic autonomy has raised concerns and the need to clarify the relationship with NATO (Borrell 2020). The concept of European sovereignty can be interpreted more broadly, which has led to legal and constitutional disputes (Bifulco–Nato 2020: 25–28; Roch–Oleart 2024).

			The question of sovereignty is more complex, because it is one of the fundamental principles of international law. The concept of state sovereignty was created by the Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years’ War in 1648. In case of states, sovereignty means self-determination and full control over autonomous actions, i.e. the state exercises supreme authority over its own territory and population. De jure sovereignty means the legitimacy of power (that is, consent of the people, the right to exercise power), and de facto sovereignty means the possession of power, the real ability to act. The concept of sovereignty corresponds to a legal status (de jure sovereignty), i.e. real legislative power over political processes. And autonomy means the actual situation (de facto sovereignty), i.e. the ability to implement policy decisions. Thus, a state can be sovereign in the legal sense even without being actually strategically autonomous, i.e. truly capable of action (Held 1990).

			To date, a very large body of literature has dealt with the concepts of “strategic autonomy” and “sovereignty” in relation to the European Union. Some of the literature on the subject has drawn attention to the overly broad and symbolic meaning of these concepts, while others have highlighted the problems related to the feasibility of the concepts in the context of transatlantic relations (Olsen 2022; Camporini et al. 2017; Brustlein 2018). Brustlein emphasised that the concept of the EU’s strategic autonomy could raise concerns among European partners, as it may remind them of a Gaullist turn, the weakening of transatlantic relations and the strengthening of French influence (Brustlein 2018: 2). Lippert et al. have extended the concept of strategic autonomy beyond defence to economy, energy supply and the Eurozone (Lippert et al. 2019). Grevi identified economy, technology, and security and defence as the main areas for European strategic autonomy (Grevi 2019). Franke and Varma define it as a concept aimed at promoting a stronger, more independent EU at a time of increasing geopolitical competition (Franke–Varma 2019). In their 2020 opinion article, Josep Borrell and Thierry Breton already emphasised the need for autonomy and sovereignty in relation to the supply chain crisis experienced during the pandemic (Borrell–Breton 2020). In 2021, following the withdrawal of NATO troops from Afghanistan, the President of the European Council, Charles Michel, underlined the link between European strategic autonomy and European values (Gressani–Michel 2021), as it should be developed in accordance with European principles and values. We have to emphasise that European sovereignty does not contradict national sovereignty as it boosts the capacity to manage the future of the EU’s Member States and address common challenges. According to the priorities of the European Council, the EU will assist a more sovereign Europe (European Council 2024: 2).

			It is important to note that the two terms are often used interchangeably, and their meanings overlap, but there are different meanings of “strategic autonomy” and “strategic sovereignty”. According to Fiott “strategic sovereignty” may sound more positive because it emphasises what the EU can do, while “autonomy” refers to independence from others. On the other hand, sovereignty is more closely related to the concept of national sovereignty, with which most people identify it, rather than with European sovereignty (Fiott 2021; European Parliament 2022; Molnár – Jakusné Harnos 2024).

			According to Brack et al. there are two opposing interpretations of sovereignty:

			“One is the state-centred and puts forward that sovereignty is located at one particular level of power, the parliament and government emanating from it. At the opposite end of the spectrum, the post-sovereigntist understanding conceives the concept in a multi-level approach. It imagines sovereignty through new lenses, arguing from the outset that the concept itself has become outdated, being challenged by globalisation and integration” (Brack et al. 2019: 6).

			Although there is no reference to the exercise of sovereignty at European level in the founding and amending treaties of the EU, and even the Court of Justice of the EU does not refer to it, there are perceptions that point to shared sovereignty at the European level and to some extent of limited sovereignty at the national level (Wallace 1999; Brack et al. 2019; Bifulco–Nato 2020; Roch–Oleart 2024: 548–549). The classical approach to international law largely rejects the idea that there could be any real legislative transfer or (constitutional) pluralism between the different levels of decision-making in the EU, since the EU’s legislative powers are merely transferred, emanating from the will of the states. According to the classical view, sovereignty is not derivative, but original, and true sovereignty is not possible without a federal structure. According to another approach, the concept of supremacy actually refers to the sovereignty of the EU. Although supremacy is obviously different from sovereignty, the primacy of EU law over national law affects the question of sovereignty (Bifulco–Nato 2020; Walker 2013; Molnár – Jakusné Harnos 2024).

			According to the post-sovereigntist approach, the EU is able to take legislative decisions and implement its policies on behalf of the EU as a whole in the areas within its competence. This essentially includes the autonomy of the EU as a legally unified entity with exclusive competencies in certain areas both externally and internally. While the concept of supranational sovereignty remains a political taboo, the idea of “European sovereignty” has recently been embraced by French President Emmanuel Macron, particularly in relation to trade, immigration or security issues. Csernatoni underlines that the EU-level communication related to “strategic autonomy” and “sovereignty” shapes collective thinking for EU-level policy formation in various policy areas. Csernatoni argues that the broad and still not fully defined meaning of these terms helps to create a more unified image of the European Union as a strategically independent and technologically sovereign actor (Csernatoni 2022: 395–396; Molnár – Jakusné Harnos 2024).

			The concepts in EU official documents and speeches

			The CSDP has developed only since the late 1990s after the disappointing and devastating experience of the Yugoslav wars when the EU was not able to intervene on its own and stop the war. European leaders launched the integration process of European defence, overcoming the taboo of closer defence cooperation that had developed after the failure of the European Defence Community in 1954 (de Vasconcelos 2009). It is no coincidence that the wars in Yugoslavia became a driving force for closer cooperation. The milestone in this process was the St. Malo Declaration by France and the United Kingdom in 1998, which emphasised the need for the EU to have the capacity to take autonomous actions. In the early 2000s, the legal background and the decision-making structures for security and defence policy were developed, and consequently the EU launched its first CSDP missions and operations (Molnár – Jakusné Harnos 2023).

			The European security strategy of 2003 recommended the creation of a strategic culture that “fosters early, rapid, and when necessary, robust intervention” (Council of the European Union 2003: 13). The term of strategic autonomy was first officially mentioned in the conclusions of the 2013 European Council. Since the Lisbon Treaty (2009), defence policy was discussed for the first time at the level of heads of state and government in 2013. The document considered the strengthening of the European defence industry and the development of defence capabilities the main conditions for strategic autonomy and for the ability to act with partners (European Council 2013).

			In 2016, the EU’s global strategy emphasised the development of European defence capabilities, the promotion of strategic autonomy and the strengthening of the EU as a security community (European External Action Service 2016a: 14–20). This issue has already become one of the key messages of many official documents and speeches at Member State and EU levels. In the Council conclusions of November 2016, the concept of strategic autonomy was defined more precisely: “To act autonomously when and where necessary and with partners wherever possible” (Council of the European Union 2016: 2).

			Since 2016, following the adoption of the EU global strategy and the Brexit referendum, the integration process in the area of the EU CSDP has accelerated. For both the U.K. and the European Union, the U.K.’s exit from the EU brought profound changes (European Movement International 2023). It is important to stress that more defence-related initiatives have been implemented after the Global Strategy than in the previous two decades. Although the realisation of the European army is not on the agenda, there are more and more discussions about the realisation of the European Defence Union and strategic autonomy, and many initiatives have been launched not only to strengthen European defence capabilities (the Permanent Structured Cooperation [PESCO], the Coordinated Annual Defence Review [CARD], the European Defence Fund [EDF] and the Military Planning and Conduct Capabilities [MPCC], the European Peace Facility [EPF], the development of Rapid Deployment Capacity [RDC] and regulations on Common Procurement), but also to brake long-lasting taboos of European defence. However, none of these initiatives fully lived up to the initial high expectations in terms of their scale and ambition, and the implementation of strategic autonomy has been subject to criticisms (Molnár 2022; Camporini et al. 2017).

			

			One of the taboo-braking decisions was the creation of the EDF, which made it possible to spend EU budget on defence industry, thus on armaments (Rodrigues 2023: 1154). According to Article 41.2 of the Treaty on the European Union “expenditure arising from operations having military or defence implications” cannot be financed by the EU budget. The establishment of the EDF is based on the EU’s competence to support the competitiveness of the European industry and research, and not on competences in the framework of CFSP and CSDP. The legal basis for establishing the EDF was Articles 173 and 182 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) to support competitiveness of European industry. According to Vroege, having chosen this legal basis has led to criticism (Vroege 2023). In 2018, the second implementation report of the Global Strategy emphasised the importance of the European Commission’s proposition to establish the European Defence Fund in enhancing strategic autonomy (European External Action Service 2018: 7). The third implementation report of the EU GS stated that the solid foundations for a European Security and Defence Union and European strategic autonomy have been set during the previous three years. The document recommended to further develop 1. the intelligence support to decision-making; 2. the common strategic culture; 3. interoperability; 4. the command and control structures; 5. defence cooperation to retain and develop Member States’ single set of forces; 6. technology and cyber (European External Action Service 2019: 12).

			The 2018 State of the Union address of the President of the European Commission highlighted that due to the geopolitical situation, the moment of European sovereignty had come. Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the Commission stated that it was time for Europe to take its destiny into its own hands and to play a role, as a Union, in shaping global affairs as a more sovereign actor in international relations. According to his vision, European sovereignty is born of Member States’ national sovereignty and does not replace it. Sharing sovereignty makes them stronger. He also emphasised that this process does not mean the militarisation of the European Union; it means becoming more autonomous and living up to the EU’s global responsibilities (Juncker 2018).

			In 2019, the new President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen declared to lead a ‘geopolitical Commission’ during her presidency and Josep Borrell, the new High Representative of the Union (HR/VP), said that the EU must “learn the language of power” (Fiott 2020). The necessity to create strategic autonomy and technological sovereignty was emphasised in the Strategic Compass adopted by the Council in 2022 (Council of the European Union 2022). Although the 2016 Council Conclusions already provided definitional guidelines, the official definition of the concept of strategic autonomy has not yet been developed at the EU level. The concept can be summarised as the ability of the EU to ensure its own security and act autonomously on land, in the air, at sea, in space and in cyberspace. It must also be able to project power, effectively respond to external crises, and finally, take independent decisions in the field of defence policy (Biscop 2017; Varga 2017; Biscop 2018a; Fiott 2018; De Sutter 2020: 14; Meyer et al. 2020). Member States have different interests and positions on the concept (von Weitershausen et al. 2020; Grüll–Lawton 2020; Recchia 2020; Silva–Selden 2020). Today this concept has an extended meaning, additionally including economic, technological and energy policies. Spain with the Netherlands published a non-paper on ESA arguing that it is important to combine an open economy with the reduction of some strategic dependencies in order to avoid protectionism. The document promotes the idea of open strategic autonomy (OSA) (Government of the Netherlands 2023). In 2023, the Spanish Presidency of the Council of the EU prepared a non-paper in close consultation with the 27 Member States and the EU institutions in order to contribute to the development of “a comprehensive, balanced and forward-looking approach to ensure the EU’s Open Strategic Autonomy and global leadership by 2030” (Spanish Presidency of the Council of the European Union 2023). The Spanish presidency identified OSA as a tool for reindustrialisation of Europe and not as a tool exclusively for CSDP (Orłowski 2023). Open Strategic Autonomy aims to guarantee that

			“the EU has the capacity to cope alone if necessary but without ruling out cooperation whenever possible. It goes some steps beyond smart supply chain management by taking into account geopolitics as well as economic factors. It relies on foresight to identify threats and ensures resilience by anticipating the required responses” (European Parliament 2023a; Molnár 2024).

			European sovereignty

			It would be very difficult to examine these concepts without mentioning the French President Emmanuel Macron who has become one of the most important proponents of strategic autonomy and European sovereignty. In September 2017, Macron’s speech at the Sorbonne described the autonomy debate in the context of the rise of “nationalism, identitarianism, protectionism and isolationist sovereignty”. Instead of “strategic autonomy”, the French president used the terms of autonomous operating capability and European sovereignty in a general sense in the field of defence. In his view, there are six key elements for realising European sovereignty: 1. security and defence; 2. control of borders; 3. partnership with Africa; 4. ecological transition; 5. digital technology; and 6. industrial and monetary economic power (Macron 2017; European Parliament 2022).

			In 2018, during his speech at an ambassadors’ conference, Macron highlighted the need to build strategic autonomy at the European level. He explained this by drawing a comparison with the United States or China, as the EU cannot be considered a power with strategic autonomy (Macron 2018). In recent years, the French president has emphasised the need to strengthen the EU’s foreign, security and defence policy in order to protect European civilisation and the liberal world order (Staunton 2022).

			In April 2024, Macron’s speech at the Sorbonne focused again on the concept of European sovereignty, remarkably, he mentioned it 21 times. He proposed “to build a more united, more sovereign and more democratic Europe”. He stated that the concept of European sovereignty “seemed very French” and “has gradually taken route across Europe”. In his views, the strengthening of European sovereignty was essentially due to six important steps during the previous years. First, the introduction of common debt in order to finance the Recovery and Resilience Facility was a choice of the united Europe. He quoted Chancellor Scholz, who called that decision a “Hamiltonian moment”. Second, EU Member States were able to prove strategic unity concerning policy areas belonging to national competence, such as in the field of health, energy policy and defence in times of crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russian aggression in Ukraine. Third, the EU members began to prepare the conditions to realise technological and industrial sovereignty. He highlighted that strategic autonomy “was the choice to end strategic dependencies in key sectors, from semiconductors to critical raw materials”. He called it “strategy of autonomy”. Fourth, the introduction of the Green Deal and adoption of legislation regarding digital and energy transition can be considered fundamental choices. Fifth, the renewing consideration of geographic neighbourhood means the new enlargement policy towards Eastern Europe and the launch of the European Political Community. Macron gives a definition of European sovereignty:

			“But what does it mean to be sovereign in this changing world? What does sovereign mean when I am telling you that Europe might die? It means that we must rise to the three challenges of our time, to this acceleration of history and its dramatization.

			Hence the solution lies in our ability – because the rules of the game have changed regarding each of these points – to make huge strategic decisions, to embrace paradigm shifts, and to address them with strength, prosperity and humanism. And it is these three points I would like to speak about today. I think that it is with strength, prosperity and humanism that we give substance, if you will, to this European sovereignty and enable Europe to be a continent that will not disappear, a political project that holds its ground in this world and at this time when it is being threatened more than ever.

			It’s simple, a power Europe is a Europe that commands respect and ensures its security. It is a Europe that recognises that it has borders and protects them. It is a Europe that sees the risks to which it is exposed and prepares for them. To achieve this, we must break out from some kind of strategic guardianship. Why? Because implicitly, we were designed that way. After the Second World War, many European countries agreed – as was often imposed on them – to delegate their security to others because we did not want them to rearm too quickly. And, as I said earlier, we have to a certain extent delegate everything that is strategic in our world: our energy to Russia, our security – not in the case of France, but several of our partners – to the United States and equally critical prospects to China. We need to take them back. That is what strategic autonomy is all about.”

			Macron explains that strategic autonomy means to take back control over energy from Russia, over security from the USA and control over prosperity and industry from China. In order to reach strategic autonomy he proposes three main actions (strength, prosperity and humanism): firstly, further integration in the field of defence, and effective protection of borders, secondly, to build a new growth and production model and thirdly, to promote humanism and European values. Scaling up defence means increasing defence capabilities, the creation of “genuine strategic cohesion” between European armed forces, “launching a second stage of the European Intervention Initiative” e.g. “through the creation of a European Military Academy, to train future European military and civil leaders to deal with security and defence issues”, and the effective implementation of the strategic compass, use of European debt and investment to finance the development of defence industry and a more effective control over European borders. He also stressed that this means the building of the “European pillar of NATO”. In his views, the new prosperity pact is based on green transition, digitalisation, simplification of regulations, industrialisation, reform of energy and agriculture policy at EU level, new trade agreements with third countries promoting EU standards (“Made in Europe”), reform of the economic security instruments, promotion of technology and innovation, increase in common borrowing capacity (EU debt). According to Macron, European “means defending a certain idea of humankind that places free, rational, enlightened individuals above all else. It means saying that from Paris to Warsaw, from Lisbon to Odessa, we have a unique relationship with freedom and justice” (Macron 2024).

			EU and NATO cooperation

			When the European Strategic Autonomy is mentioned, most people think about the potential duplication of NATO’s assets by the EU. Although the two organisations share the same values and the majority of their members, the relationship between NATO and the EU has been conflictual one since the creation of the (European) Common Security and Defence Policy: it has been based as much on shared values, interests and common threats as on rivalry. During the Cold War, the roles of NATO and the EU’s predecessor, the European Communities (EC), in the international system were clearly separated: NATO was founded as an organisation and military alliance for collective defence and the European Communities functioned primarily as an organisation for economic and political integration.

			As the two organisations have evolved since the 1990s, there has been some convergence in their roles in terms of security and defence responsibilities. Explaining the relationship between NATO and the EU became more important since the late 1990s, when the Western European Union was integrated into the EU and the CSDP became integral part of the CFSP.

			During that period, fundamental questions had to be addressed: the future role of NATO and the EU, the possibility of the EU developing its own defence capabilities, and the relationship of the EU to NATO structures. With regard to the future relationship, Madeleine Albright, then U.S. Secretary of State, set out the three Ds: no diminution of NATO, no discrimination and no duplication. At a press conference in 1998, she stated:

			“There is a reason for the Europeans to find an identity in their own defence, but this is a thing that cannot be a duplication or discrimination. It is a manner by which the Europeans can share in the work of NATO. It is something that cannot hurt NATO because this is the most important alliance. But we think it is very important that the Europeans work in this manner because it is something that helps us in burden sharing” (Albright 1998).

			NATO has gradually become more open to collective and cooperative security-related tasks, and has begun to play an increasingly important role in crisis management and peacekeeping operations outside its territory. The two organisations have different instruments for crisis management that complement each other’s. Although 24 of the EU’s 27 Member States are also members of NATO, this convergence has not necessarily led to an improvement in their relations until 2016, on the contrary, in many cases has even increased competition (Molnár 2019).

			Formal cooperation for crisis management between the two organisations was institutionalised by the Berlin Plus Agreement in 2003 in order to avoid potential duplication with NATO and thus the EU had access to NATO’s crisis management capabilities (European External Action Service 2016b; Molnár 2018). Long-term cooperation was hampered by the Turkish–Cypriot conflict. Following Cyprus’s accession to the EU in 2004, it was no longer possible to launch a new CSDP operation under the Berlin Plus agreement. On the part of NATO, Turkey and on the part of the EU, Cyprus has blocked further cooperation, as Turkey does not recognise Cyprus, and Northern Cyprus is recognised only by Turkey.

			As a result of the Treaties’ changes, the EU’s crisis management structures and the decision-making processes have evolved and the EU has begun to play an important role in international relations. Due to the mutual assistance/defence clause (Article 42.7) introduced by the Treaty of Lisbon, the European Union has been transformed from a certain security community based on cooperative security structures into an international security organisation that also reinforces the collective defence of the Member States. It is no coincidence that the unofficial name of this article changes from time to time, and the terms of ‘mutual defence clause’ or ‘mutual assistance clause’ are used as synonyms (European Parliament s. a.; European Parliament 2015). Nowadays, official EU documents and websites prefer to use the term of ‘mutual assistance clause’. This avoids potential duplication and emphasises complementarity between the two organisations (Molnár 2019).

			Obviously, if an external crisis requires a military response, the question is which organisation Europeans should act through. According to Biscop, neither NATO nor the EU have their own armed forces, so they rely on the pool of their Member States’ capabilities (Biscop 2018b). Europe is still dependent on the U.S. for its security, and the EU’s ability to project military power is limited. Compared to NATO, the EU has much smaller capabilities: while the EU Military Staff consists of 200 people, NATO can rely on around 7,000 personnel within its command and control structures.

			After the accession of Cyprus to the EU, a period of slow evolution or even “frozen” cooperation followed between NATO and the EU; during that period nothing substantial happened and cooperation between the two organisations remained occasional or informal (Papaioannou 2019). Despite the ongoing declarations on closer cooperation between the European Union and NATO, clear and measurable results had not been achieved until the turning point in 2016 (Molnár 2019).

			Recent years have seen an increase in traditional and hybrid threats and the security environment worsened, which have once again acted as an incentive to strengthen the EU in the field of defence, while at the same time, to enhance cooperation with NATO. It is no coincidence that in 2015, a report prepared by Javier Solana, former High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, former NATO Secretary General, identified the realisation of the European Defence Union (EDU) as the ultimate goal of European integration in defence (Solana 2015: 6). For NATO, 2014 marked a turning point, as the Alliance began to return to its original collective defence tasks.

			Until the Brexit referendum in 2016, there was less and less chance for real improvement between NATO and the EU, whose relationship could still be described as competitive. The British have always been suspicious of the EU’s attempts to gain more autonomy in this area. In 2016, the possibility of the U.K. leaving the EU gave a new impetus to strengthening the EU’s defence policy and, consequently, the EU−NATO relationship as the strongest military power was leaving the EU. All this would not have been enough on its own, but the deterioration of relations between the West and Russia since 2014, the weakening of multilateral word order, the outcome of the U.S. presidential election, and the changes in the security perceptions of EU Member States all acted as catalysts for enhancing the relationship between the two organisations. NATO and the EU have been forced by the weakening of multilateralism and the rise of new great power politics in the international system to improve their linkage and thereby bolster their current position as international security providers. The implementation of the EU Global Strategy has accelerated this process.

			Since 2016, three NATO−EU joint declarations (2016, 2018, 2023) were signed by the representatives of NATO and the EU to enhance the cooperation in seven areas: countering hybrid threats; operational cooperation including maritime and migration issues; cybersecurity and defence; defence capabilities; defence industry and research; exercises; and support for capacity-building efforts and resilience of Western Balkan and Eastern and Southern partners (NATO 2016; Council of the European Union 2023; Molnár 2019).

			Since 2016, the cooperation between the EU and NATO has clearly improved, with various formal and informal meetings, information exchanges, joint seminars and training sessions and with the convergence of strategic documents. In the past, the relationship between the two organisations was compared to a Sisyphean task many times: when some success is achieved, all progress is reversed, and the process is repeated (Papaioannou 2019). The year 2016 marked a turning point in the history of EU−NATO relations, followed by an acceleration of several events. Significant progress has been made, and staff-to-staff cooperation, reciprocal briefing of the representatives of NATO and the EU have become a daily routine (Molnár 2019). Despite the partial results achieved so far, there is still room for improvement, as at the diplomatic level the PSC–NAC ambassadorial meetings have not been organised since February 2022 due to the conflict between Cyprus and Turkey. At the operational level, effective cooperation between the EU’s Operation Irini and NATO’s Sea Guardian is also hampered by that conflict.

			The Russian aggression in Ukraine led to a clarification of the roles of the two organisations, NATO’s collective defence role is undisputed, it is primarily responsible for territorial defence and deterrence, and the EU is playing a decisive role in supporting Ukraine with its comprehensive and integrated crisis management tools (sanctions against Russia and provision of military training, weapons and ammunition). The war in Ukraine has led to a division of labour between the EU and NATO. Implementation reports of the Strategic Compass state that NATO’s core responsibility is collective defence that must be strengthened. The latest report also stated that the European Union can be a “valuable global security partner” through becoming “a strong European pillar within NATO” (European External Action Service 2024: 6).

			The idea of the European Defence Union and the European defence industry

			The idea of the European Security and Defence Union (ESDU) appeared first during the debate on the Constitutional Treaty at the European Convention on the Future of Europe in 2002, when the institutional framework, decision-making processes and the first EU missions and operations were launched in the framework of the newly created policy area the (European) Common Security and Defence Policy. At that time the idea proposed by France and Germany was rejected by the more Atlanticist EU Member States (Nováky 2017). Thus, neither the draft Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe nor the Lisbon Treaty mentioned the creation of the ESDU (Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe 2004).

			In 2017, the Juncker European Commission’s “Reflection Paper on the Future of European Defence”, mentioned the gradual creation of a European Security and Defence Union (ESDU), which demands a greater alignment of strategic cultures, a common threat analysis, appropriate responses, joint decision-making and action, and greater financial solidarity at the European level (European Commission 2017). In 2017, in his annual speech on the State of the European Union, Jean-Claude Juncker expressed the need for the EU to become a fully-fledged European Defence Union by 2025 (Juncker 2017). Although the definition of the ESDU or EDU is still unclear, the gradual realisation of deeper European defence cooperation began after the adoption of the GS.

			Since the appearance of the term of the European strategic autonomy, this concept was closely linked to the idea of the EDU and thus to deficiencies of the European defence industry. The war in Ukraine highlighted the shortcomings and problems resulting from the undersized, fragmented and underfunded European defence industry. Just a few weeks after the Russian invasion, at the informal European Council in Versailles on 11 March 2022, EU Member States expressed their commitment to enhancing the European defence technological and industrial basis and asked the European Commission to continue planning in that policy area (European Council 2022).

			The idea of the EDU has also appeared repeatedly in Ursula von der Leyen’s speeches. In 2023 she expressed that the EU had started to build the EDU (European Commission 2023). She also stated that, in connection with the realisation of a fully-fledged European Defence Union, the Commission had started to develop a European Defence Industrial Strategy (European Defence Agency 2023a; European Defence Agency 2023b).

			The Russian war in Ukraine presented both a major challenge and a window of opportunity for the development of European defence industry. In 2022, the European Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy expressed several goals in their joint communication entitled “On the Defence Investment Gaps Analysis and Way Forward” (European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 2022).

			In July 2022, the European Commission proposed two legal incentives for the joint procurement of defence products: the adoption of the “European Defence Industry Reinforcement through Common Procurement Act” (EDIRPA), and the European Defence Investment Programme (EDIP). Due to the increased demand, the Commission presented on 3 May 2023 a further proposal for the adoption of the regulation establishing the Act in Support of Ammunition Production (ASAP). The ASAP regulation was published in July 2023 and the EDIRPA Regulation in autumn 2023 (European Parliament 2023b). In November 2023, the EU defence ministers, meeting in the Steering Board of the European Defence Agency, adopted the EU Capability Development Priorities for 2023. The document provides a basis for the EU’s defence planning process and for all defence initiatives. The military realities observed on the ground in Ukraine are reflected in the 22 priorities (European Defence Agency 2023c).

			In March 2024, the European Commission and the High Representative published the EU’s first defence industrial strategy, which aims to increase the resilience of European defence industry through collaborative research, investment, production and procurement actions. This strategy provides concrete indicators for the European defence industrial policy. It invites Member States to 1. “procure at least 40% of defence equipment in a collaborative manner by 2030”; 2. “by 2030, the value of intra-EU defence trade represents at least 35% of the value of the EU defence market”; and 3. “to make steady progress towards procuring at least 50% of their defence investments within the EU by 2030 and 60% by 2035” (European Commission 2024: 15).

			In July 2024, Ursula von der Leyen emphasised the need to build a true Euro­pean Defence Union as a candidate for a second mandate as president of the European Commission between 2024 and 2029. She stated that

			“Member States will retain responsibility for their national security and their armies. And NATO will remain the pillar of our collective defence. But we all know very well that our spending on defence is too low and ineffective. Our foreign spending is too great. We must therefore create a single market for defence. We must invest more in high-end defence capabilities. In other words, Europe must continue along the path laid down by the Versailles Declaration. We need to invest more. We need to invest together. And we must set up common European projects. For example, a comprehensive aerial defence system – a European Air Shield, not only to protect our airspace but as a strong symbol of European unity in defence matters” (von der Leyen 2024b).

			In her program she promised to

			“appoint a Commissioner for Defence, who will work closely with the next High Representative – Vice-President in accordance with the Treaty. To frame the new approach and to identify our investment needs we will jointly present a White Paper on the Future of European Defence in the first 100 days of the mandate” (von der Leyen 2024b: 13).

			

			Although the EU has not realised the creation of the European Defence Union, it has made significant steps (Britz 2023). The implementation of innovative initiatives (i.e. PESCO, EDF, MPCC, etc.) indicates these efforts.

			Conclusions

			The Russian aggression in Ukraine in 2022 can be considered a watershed or game changer for European defence. It had an impact on both capability development and political decisions. The European Union has taken important steps towards achieving the realisation of European Strategic Autonomy and the European Defence Union, despite the existing challenges, criticism and questions surrounding their implementation. Structural barriers, persisting differences in EU Member States’ strategic cultures, as well as their relationship with NATO, are likely to continue to constrain the full realisation of the ESA and the EDU.

			The reinforced role of the European Commission implies the EU’s efforts to play a real security provider in the international system. It is no coincidence that the President of the European Commission has appointed a Commissioner for Defence and Space, and promised to publish a white paper on the future of European defence in the first 100 days of her mandate.
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			The European Peace Facility and its Contribution to European Strategic Autonomy

			Introduction

			The increasing tensions between Russia and Ukraine since 2014 created a deteriorating security environment for the EU as well. This, and the negotiations on the new Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) opened a niche for the creation of a more adequate answer to the issue of financing EU CSDP action, and widening the scope of the geographically limited APF. The EU started the formulation of its new tool, the European Peace Facility (EPF) in 2017 accordingly, and established it in 2021.

			Financing the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) military missions and operations of the EU was always a contentious issue for Member States. The limitation of financing EU CSDP missions and operations has become tangible when deploying those in crisis situations. As the EU budget cannot be used for financing military operations, other tools were required. The African Peace Facility (APF) was created in 2003 (ACP-EC Council of Ministers 2003) and the Athena Mechanism in 2004 (European Council 2004). In the framework of these financial instruments the provision of lethal equipment (weapons or ammunition) was not allowed (Fiott 2018). The African Peace Facility was created to provide assistance to the African Union in development and peace support with re-distributing the unallocated budget of the European Development Fund (ACP-EC Council of Ministers 2003). In 2021 the EPF replaced the AFP and the Athena Mechanism. The common costs of military missions and operations were financed through the off-budget Athena Mechanism between 2004 and 2021. This tool was not designed to cover 100% of the costs, but only about 10–20% of them on average. Otherwise, costs fall where they lie, meaning that Member States are responsible for their own expenses to finance their own participation in EU CSDP missions and operations (Fiott 2018).

			The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 set the EPF in motion among other instruments. As a result, the total budget ceiling was increased and reached more than EUR 17 billion for the period between 2021 and 2027. This is more than a three-fold increase since the establishment of the tool in 2021 with a budget ceiling of EUR 5.69 billion (European Council 2021a). It has become one of the most important EU tools to finance Ukraine to be able to defend its territorial integrity and protect citizens against the Russian aggression. In the framework of the EPF, EUR 6.1 billon have been mobilised for the military support of Ukraine (European Commission 2023; 2024). To be able to finance this, following multiple budget ceiling raises, listed in Table 1, in March 2024, the Council of the European Union decided to increase the financial recourses of the European Peace Facility again by EUR 5 billion, and secure this support for Ukraine, by creating the Ukraine Assistance Fund (UAF) inside the EPF (Council of the European Union 2024). It is worth mentioning that the flexible decision-making tool of the constructive abstention was used by the neutral countries (Austria, Malta and Ireland) and by Hungary during the decisions regarding the EPF.

			Table 1. EPF budget ceilings, raises, UAF budget
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			Source: Compiled by Mariann Tánczos based on European Council data.

			With the implementation of the EPF, the European Union provided lethal equipment to a partner country for the first time. This decision is deemed to be in accordance with international law, particularly in light of the context of self-defence and collective countermeasures against the violation of international law (Rutigliano 2022: 404–405).

			In this chapter the historical background, the financial and institutional framework, the decision-making processes and the implementation of the EPF are introduced.

			The birth of a new tool

			In June 2017, based on the experience of the European External Action Service (EEAS), a Task Force was established to revise all the financial tools available to the service. The aim of the Task Force was to better align these tools to the priorities and consequently improve financial support for the EU’s set objectives in the field of the CFSP. As a result of the revision, the Athena Mechanism was examined, and in 2018, then High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (HR/VP), Federica Mogherini introduced the idea of the European Peace Facility (EPF) to replace it (Puig Soler 2021: 103). The HR/VP has a primordial role in proposing new decisions regarding CFSP and CSDP. Accordingly, the new financial instrument was mentioned first officially by HR/VP Mogherini at the “Building on Vision, Forward to Action: Delivering on EU Security and Defence” event in Brussels, in 2017. Mogherini said that the EEAS and the European Commission were preparing the next MFF for the period between 2021 and 2027, and the HR / VP would propose the establishment of the European Peace Facility, “financed and managed together with [our] Member States”. The main goal of the new financial tool was to plan and deploy EU military missions more efficiently, and also “to support partners in dealing with our shared security challenges” (European External Action Service 2017). In November 2018, the Council of the European Union endorsed the proposal, and invited the preparatory bodies to continue the elaboration of the new tool (European Council 2018).

			Meanwhile, negotiations on the 2021–2027 MFF started. During the negotiations, the EPF was established to be an off-budget tool, with a planned EUR 10.5 billion financial framework (Molnár 2019: 233). Besides the Athena Mechanism, the EPF included the African Peace Facility as well. It did so to enhance solidarity and to arm the EU with a more flexible and comprehensive tool (Serrano 2020: 34). In February 2018, the European Commission published its ambitious priorities regarding the seven-year long budgetary period. The document emphasised that although the European Defence Fund had the potential to increase the EU’s strategic autonomy and the competitiveness of European defence industry. However, due to the restrictions of the EU Treaties, the EU budget is not able to finance all EU actions in the field of security and defence. That is why a “separate funding mechanism of around EUR 10 billion for the 2021–2027 period” to complement other programmes financed directly by EU budget was proposed in order to increase “the EU’s ability to financially support operations with defence implications” (European Commission 2018a). The Commission Communication “A Modern Budget for a Union that Protects, Empowers and Defends” (May 2018) proposed explicitly the creation of the European Peace Facility in order to improve the impact, effectiveness and sustainability of the EU actions in the field of Common Security and Defence Policy (European Commission 2018b). In December 2020, the EU Council reached a political agreement to use the European Peace Facility to finance military and defence-related external activities as well. The proposed new tool, the EPF, together with the also newly established Neighbourhood, Development, and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI), supports partner countries in the prevention and management of crises, strengthening their resilience. Following the negotiations, the EPF was established on 22 March 2021, with the budget of 5.69 billion EUR for the 2021–2027 MFF (European Council 2021a).

			Main changes introduced

			Besides melting two previously existing tools together, significant changes had been introduced in the EPF. The new off-budget financial instrument, although not in the EU’s official budget, but financed by the Member States directly, was prepared to become part of the EU’s crisis management toolbox. It aimed to make the EU “a more efficient and responsive global security provider”. The new instrument is funded by Member States’ annual GNI-based contributions (European External Action Service 2018; Deneckere 2019). The budget of the EPF was designed in order to be available for the common costs of CSDP military operations and for Assistance Measures in support of third countries or international organisations. It facilitates rapid deployment outside the EU and supports flexibility (Puig Soler 2021: 103–109).

			The new instrument consists of two pillars, as it is used for the financing of 1. common costs of military missions or operations; and 2. assistance measures for third countries. In the framework of the first pillar, the Athena Mechanism, the funding of the CSDP military missions and operations was brought under the new instrument. Regarding these developments, the budget increased, and up to 30% of the operational costs of the military missions and operations could be covered instead of the former 10 to 20%, as well as some expenses of the European Union’s Battlegroups (EU BGs). The common costs which can be covered under the EPF are in the logistics, administrative and infrastructural area. This means transportation to and from the operational theatre, obtaining buildings for accommodation and headquarters, medical costs, communication and acquisition of information. The pool of common costs did not change significantly, only the running costs, and the costs of redeployment were added to its scope. Additionally, the funding of added commonalities of the costs of the EU BGs appeared in the new financial tool. This includes redeployment transport, running costs and a deployment readiness package for 10 days. Besides this, the EPF can also finance military exercises (European Council 2021a). The changes in the funding of CSDP military missions and operations took an immediate effect: in July 2021 when the EUTM Mozambique was established, the EPF was decided to cover 45% of the common costs of the mission (European Council 2021b: 4).

			The changes introduced to the APF pillar were even more significant. The territorial limitations 1  of the former tool were abandoned completely. The EPF allows financial support for partner countries both in Africa and the EU’s neighbourhood and beyond to strengthen their resilience (Puig Soler 2021: 103–109). Eventually, the EPF became a global tool, together with the NDICI. This fits into the EU’s Global Strategy of 2016, which described the EU as a responsible global actor of security and prosperity (European External Action Service 2016: 17–18). However, the most debated and significant change in the tool is the possibility to provide lethal platforms (concrete military support) in a bilateral manner to third countries. This is a feature which was not possible under the framework of the APF, or any other EU instrument, including the Instrument Contributing to Stability and Peace before (Bergmann–Müller 2021: 1676). The Africa related Cotonou Partnership Agreement, 2  which has a trade pillar, introduced everything but arms trade policy in 2000 to support the enforcement of United Nations’ arms embargos (Vecsey 2019: 71). The framework of the agreement reached until 2023, and the new framework agreement, the Samoa Agreement was signed on 15 November 2023 (European Council 2024a). The new agreement also abandoned the everything but arms policy, fitting well into the “strategic reorientation” of the Strategic Compass (Fiott 2023: 450).

			The provision of lethal platforms to EU partner countries was widely criticised since the introduction of the tool. First, during the negotiations of establishing the EPF, some Member States, like neutral countries opposed the possibility of providing lethal platforms, while others saw this as an opportunity to boost their arms export. Thus, accusations emerged that the EU moved forward in the CSDP area imperfectly, and too fast (Bergmann–Müller 2021: 1670). Others claimed that the EPF became the EU’s primary funding tool to provide financial support for military purposes outside of the EU’s borders (Fotidiadis–Schmidt 2022). Further criticism highlights that the new tool closed a niche for countries like Turkey and Russia to provide lethal weapon platforms to African countries. The EPF is enhancing hard security, which fits into the integrated approach (Ferrando 2021: 2). The war in Ukraine and recent developments in regard to the allocation of the EPF budget changed the perspectives. It became one of the main tools to support Ukraine. The budget of the EPF also complements other EU programmes with a security and defence focus or component, together with the European Defence Fund, the NDICI and the Connecting Europe Facility, which has a separate allocation for the Military Mobility.

			The EU topped up the EPF multiple times, the last time so far on 18 March 2024 by EUR 5 billion, which sum is allocated to the newly established Ukraine Assistance Fund, which is a multi-annual envelope in military support under the European Peace Facility (EPF). The new financial instrument was proposed by HR / VP Josep Borrell during the Informal Foreign Affairs Council on Defence in August 2023 (Borrell 2023; 2024: 89). After heated discussions Hungary decided to use constructive abstention during the final vote in the Council of the European Union, which allowed to establish this new tool (Barigazzi 2024).

			In 2024 the EPF has a total budget over EUR 17 billion for the period 2021–2027 (European Council 2024b). The assistance measure pillar of the EPF was utilised in favour of 26 entities until September 2024, mostly countries, but the African Union mission in Somalia and the Balkan Medical Task Force were also included (European Council 2024b). Although the majority of available resources supports Ukraine, Table 2 shows that the geographical scope of the tool is indeed wide, the EPF is utilised as intended, as a global tool. The main geographical focus remains on the Neighbourhood Policy region and Africa. The table shows that since the outbreak of the war in Ukraine a significant shift towards the east occurred, more funds were allocated to Ukraine through the assistance measure pillar of the EPF.

			
				
					

					Table 2. EPF assistance measures adopted between 2021 and 2024
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									African Union
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									African Union
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					Source: Compiled by Mariann Tánczos based on European Council data.

				

			

			The management of the EPF

			The EPF being a tool of the Common Foreign and Security Policy, the European Council and the Council of the European Union (the Council) set the strategic priorities along which the EPF action must be organised and the Council primarily makes decisions regarding the EPF. The EPF as an off-budget tool remains dependent on Member State decision on the operations, assistance measures and finance (European Council 2021a: 19–20). Although the Council decides unanimously, financing does not have to happen by all member states. According to the council decision on establishing the EPF, if a Member State chooses to abstain from a vote, it is not obliged to contribute to the financing of the operation in question based on Article 31(1) and Article 41(2) of the Treaty of the European Union (TEU 2008: 33; European Council 2021a: 19). The EPF has

			“legal capacity, in particular to hold bank accounts, acquire, hold or dispose of assets, supplies and services, employ staff, enter into contracts, agreements and administrative arrangements, discharge its liabilities and be a party to legal proceedings, as required in order to implement this Decision. The Facility shall not have the purpose, or the effect, of making a profit” (European Council 2021a: 18).

			This latter statement is important in light of the assistance measures provided to Ukraine, which required further tools to enhance transparency.

			The large scale support to Ukraine raised concerns about the transparency of the new tool, since it is argued that the EPF has no sufficient control and oversight. Directly diverted form this, Maletta and Héau argued that the use of the tool as an arms trading platform will worsen the security situation in already volatile regions (Maletta–Héau 2022: 2–8). EU Member States moreover provided weapon systems and equipment from their own, existing stocks, which did not necessarily meet the needs of the Ukrainian army. To address this problem, and provide Ukraine with useable and needed weapons, the EU Military Staff set up a mechanism to control and coordinate the supply and demand. Under this pretext Ukraine can send its requests, which specify which equipment is needed, and Member State donations can be sent accordingly (Bilquin–Immenkamp 2022).

			The EPF is under the management of the Facility Committee, which is “composed of a representative of each Member State”. This body includes an administrator for operation, the operation commander of each operation, an administrator for assistance measures and an accounting officer for operations and an accounting officer for assistance measures. The Secretary-General of the Council provides the administrator for operations and the accounting officer for operations together with the staff. The HR/VP is responsible for ensuring the implementation of Council decisions. In order to implement the assistance measures (with the exception of assistance measures implemented by an operation) the HR/VP is assisted by the administrator for assistance measures and the accounting officer for assistance measures. The High Representative exercises this responsibility with the support of the European Commission (European Council 2021a: 21).

			The European Commission also has a crucial role in the administration of the EPF. The Service for Foreign Policy Instruments within the European Commission

			

			“acts as administrator for assistance measures. The Commission also acts as accounting officer and internal auditor for assistance measures through the Directorate-General for Budget and the Internal Audit Service respectively. The administrator is in charge of the financial implementation of assistance measures” (European Commission 2024).

			The Facility Committee (EPF Committee) is chaired by a representative of the rotating presidency of the Council. The EPF Committee adopts the annual budget and the amending budgets of the Facility, it also approves the annual accounts. The EPF Committee’s decisions are binding (European Council 2021a: 22–23).

			The EPF as a tool of strategic autonomy 
in the context of CSDP missions and operations

			The Russian aggression in Ukraine in 2022 can be considered a game changer for European defence. The new financial instrument allowed the EU to become a real security provider. It had an impact on both capability development and political decisions regarding the future of European defence. Although it was criticised for militarising the European Union, it has become the flagship for military support of Ukraine (Karjalainen–Mustasilta 2023). The Strategic Compass of 2022, while its drafting started before the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, was rewritten according to the EU’s security situation to become the Union’s first dedicated security and defence strategy. Its uniqueness also shows in its reception. This time, besides the European Commission, which endorsed multiple conclusions in this policy area, EU Heads of State and Government also welcomed the document. The Compass, besides openly naming Russia as a threat to the EU’s security, drew up over 80 priority actions, one of them to scale up the EU’s military action (Fiott 2023: 450). One of the most important tools in this regard fell to the EPF, which was seen in the Compass as a financial instrument to enable CSDP action (Council of the European Union 2022: 17).

			The EPF has fulfilled its role with mixed results so far, as it covers the common costs of the EU CSDP military missions and operations at a varying rate. This amount can, however, be significantly higher than the Athena Mechanism contribution before. As of September 2024 four military missions and four military operations were eligible to benefit from the EPF, as well as a recently established Coordinated Maritime Presence, the EU Security and Defence Initiative in support of West African countries of the Gulf of Guinea (EU SDI GoG) (European External Action Service 2024a). Regarding EU CSDP action in the military domain, Africa seems to be the primary geographical area, with seven military interventions of some  kind on the continent, or in the vicinity of its shores, based on the list provided by Table 3. The remaining two military missions are located in Europe, one of them deployed close to, and the other within the EU’s borders.

			Table 3. EU military missions and operations benefiting from the EPF
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			Source: Compiled by Mariann Tánczos based on European External Action Service 2024a.

			EPF financing shows a wider scale of variation among the missions and operations than their geographical location. EUMAM Mozambique, the most recent mission of the EU, established on 1 September 2024, did not inherit the 45% of EPF contribution for the common costs from its predecessor, EUTM Mozambique. The EU decided to cease EPF funding for the mission due to its transformation to an assistance model (European Council 2024c). Despite their eligibility, EUMAM Mozambique is not the only EU mission or operation which does not receive EPF funding. EUTM Somalia is also not benefiting from EPF funds (European Council 2022a). EUNAVFOR Atalanta falls into the same category with no funding allocated to it from the EPF (European Council 2022b). Although the EPF was hailed as an instrument to provide significant contribution for financing CSDP military action, regarding EUNAVFOR MED Irini the Council decided to set the reference amount of common costs provided by the EPF at only 15% of the total EUR 16.9 million (European Council 2023a). EUTM RCA was granted with a reference amount of EUR 5.84 million in common costs until 19 September 2025, of which 30% can be financed under the EPF (European Council 2024d). EUNAVFOR Aspides, the EU’s most recent military operation got EUR 8 million as the reference amount of common costs, of which 60% can be financed through the EPF (European Council 2024e). The Coordinated Maritime Presence at the Gulf of Guinea, however, containing a civilian and a military pillar is eligible for funding from the EPF. The military pillar of the EU SDI GoG was set at EUR 179,000 reference amount of common costs, of which 45% can be financed by the EPF (European Council 2023b).

			While EPF contribution to CSDP missions and operations shows a rather mixed image, it must be assessed in comprehension with the provided Assistance Measures. Data on EUFOR Althea do not provide information on the financial amount provided by the EPF, notwithstanding the host country did not remain without funding from the instrument. The EU contributed assistance measures to Bosnia and Herzegovina both in 2021 and 2022 with the total amount of EUR 20 million. Mozambique also received funds from the EPF Assistance Measures pillar in 2021 and 2022 with the total sum of EUR 104 million. Somalia is in a similar situation, however, in addition to adopted assistance measures benefitting the country, the African Union mission in Somalia also received significant financial support in 2023 and 2024 from the EPF, totalling EUR 221 million. Additionally, the African Union also received EUR 730 million altogether from the EPF during 2021 and 2022. This amount could also be allocated to African Union missions, like the one in Somalia (Dincă 2023: 135–137). It must also be considered that these sums of funding, just as with the EPF funding of CSDP military missions and operations can be used in a specified time period, for example the funding of EUTM RCA is defined for one calendar year (European Council 2024d).

			In the context of Ukraine, two CSDP missions were active in 2024. The EUAM Ukraine, a civilian mission funded through the Common Foreign and Security Policy budget was established in 2014 (European Council 2014). The EUMAM Ukraine, however, is a military mission, providing training for the Ukrainian military. The idea to deploy an EU training mission to Ukraine first emerged in 2021, when Kyiv turned to HR/VP Josep Borrell for assistance. Consensus was not reached among the Member States in 2021 about establishing a new training mission because of the uncertain situation at the Northeastern borders of Ukraine (Wagner–Vecsey 2022: 4).

			The unprovoked Russian aggression against Ukraine on 24 February 2022, changed the situation significantly, and the European Union Military Assistance Mission in the support of Ukraine was launched on 17 October 2022, with Hungary’s constructive abstention from the vote (Hoeffler et al. 2024: 3238).

			“The strategic objective of EUMAM Ukraine shall be to contribute to enhancing the military capability of Ukraine’s Armed Forces (UAF) to regenerate and to effectively conduct operations, in order to allow Ukraine to defend its territorial integrity within its internationally recognised borders, effectively exercise its sovereignty and protect the civilians in Ukraine” (European Council 2022c: 87).

			As a military capacity building and training mission, the Military Planning and Conduct Capability is the operations headquarters of EUMAM Ukraine. The mission, however, has a not-so-usual element, as it is deployed within the borders of the European Union as a temporary measure. All activities are conducted within the framework of a multinational Combined Arms Training Command (CAT-C) headquartered in Poland, a multinational Special Training Command (STC) responsible for training activities in Germany, and in various locations across the European Union. It is a unique feature, since according to Article 42(1) of the Treaty on the European Union, CSDP action must take place outside of the territory of Member States (Wagner–Vecsey 2022: 6; European External Action Service 2024b).

			The EUMAM Ukraine mission also benefitted from the EPF in multiple ways. Assistance Measures were provided through the mission since its establishment in 2022 worth EUR 255 million (European External Action Service 2024b). The financial reference amount of common costs for the duration of the two-year-long mandate was set at EUR 106.7 million, of which 30% goes for commitments and 30% for payments. Besides the military operations pillar, the EPF plays a key role in complementing the work of the EU’s CSDP effort in Ukraine with financing assistance measures as well. The transportation costs of the Ukrainian Armed Forces from Ukraine to the training bases in Germany and Poland, between training locations and return, real life support, medical expenses and evacuation are financed by the EPF. These are costs which can fit under the EPF common costs in the active phase of the mission. However, the Council also decided to cover some operational costs, including personal training kits besides petroleum, and maintenance of the equipment used in training temporarily from EPF budget (European Council 2022c: 90). Altogether, the European Peace Facility provides the following equipment and services through EUMAM Ukraine: ammunition, unspecified military equipment, lethal platforms for defensive purposes, transportation and maintenance (European External Action Service 2024b). At its establishment, the objective of the mission was to train 30,000 soldiers by the end of 2023 (Hofer 2023: 1703). The estimated figure of trained troops was even higher, reaching 40,000 by the end of the year as a result of the EU’s efforts (Nizhnikau–Moshes 2024: 496). By May 2024, the number of UAF personnel trained by EUMAM Ukraine reached 52,000, the equivalent of 15 brigade units, and the EU expected to conclude the training of two more brigade units until the end of summer in the same year (European External Action Service 2024b). The EU provides both individual and collective training to UAF personnel at different levels, from basic training to specialised levels as junior leadership training from section to brigade level. EU training also includes operation training from company to brigade level, including live fire exercises (European Council 2022c: 87).

			The importance of the EPF for European strategic autonomy in the context of the Russo–Ukrainian war

			The Member States could provide lethal weapon systems for a country under attack for the first time under any EU financial instrument. This novelty, however, brought its own problems, since bilateral aid was not well coordinated and supply initially failed to meet demand. With the establishment of the clearing house cell under the EU Military Staff, the situation was normalised, and Ukraine could update its list of demands daily. Besides solving issues in the supply and demand realm, it must be noted that under the EPF, Member States can be reimbursed for their donations (Bilquin–Immenkamp 2022; Hoeffler et al. 2024: 3237). This does not mean a complete reimbursement, just a certain percentage. At the beginning of 2022 an initial 85% reimbursement was planned, but the quickly mounting sum in assistance measures for Ukraine (it jumped from EUR 31 million in 2021 to EUR 3.1 billion in the course of 2022) caused a significant drop in the figures. In October 2022 calculations showed that a maximum of 46% of the costs could be reimbursed (Barigazzi 2022). This was, however, only the start of the reform of the EPF. During the course of 2024, further changes were negotiated in order to establish a more fitting tool to support Ukraine. Germany requested the amount of bilateral donations to be deduced from the reimbursable costs, and France demanded further restrictions, namely that only EU made equipment can be funded through the EPF framework. While the German request was partially met, allowing the reimbursement of 50% of bilaterally provided equipment, the French demand is likely to become the norm in the long-term (Hoeffler et al. 2024: 3237; Barigazzi 2024).

			The Strategic Compass, besides underlying the importance of the EPF in financing military operations, makes it clear that the assistance measure pillar of the tool is also important. This importance translates into providing lethal platforms to the partners of the EU to support EU military action in the respective regions. The Compass views the EPF as a tool to complement the Neighbourhood Development and International Cooperation Instrument, building defence capacity globally (Council of the European Union 2022: 44). The EPF, with providing lethal platforms thus started a defensive weaponisation of the EU’s partners under its Assistance Measures pillar (Fiott 2023: 449).

			Launched in 2021, the EPF has proved to be a very flexible tool when it came to European action. Its global scope, off-budget nature, and the two pillars (military operations and assistance measures) provided the EU with a very adaptive instrument (Hauck 2022; Fiott 2023: 451). The focus of the EPF had been shifted in response to the war in Ukraine. While previously it was considered the main tool to finance African peace and security projects, by 2022 it was clearly a tool to support the Ukrainian war effort (Hauck 2022). Until the end of 2022, the EU provided EUR 3.1 billion in six tranches, each including a package of approximately EUR 500 million, of which EUR 450–490 million was covering lethal platforms and the remaining EUR 10–50 million financed equipment and supplies, for example protective gear, fuel, first aid kits and even maintenance and repair for previously donated assets (Wagner–Vecsey 2022:8). These data show that flexibility was needed regarding both pillars of the EPF, since first the geographical scope shifted from Africa to Ukraine, then the Assistance Measures pillar gained momentum, as it is shown in Table 2.

			On 1 February 2024, the European Commission confirmed its strong commitment towards supporting Ukraine, which translated into the establishment of the Ukraine Assistance Fund. The total budget of the EPF was raised to EUR 17 billion for the period between 2021 and 2027. Within it, by 2024 the EU provided a total of EUR 6.1 billion military support to Ukraine through the EPF (European Commission 2023; 2024). A total of EUR 11 billion will be allocated to Ukraine from the EPF budget, while the remaining sum will be available to support other regions globally (Barigazzi 2024). Although Member State contributions far surpassed the EPF, standing now at EUR 32.9 billion (European Council 2024f), the EPF created a common European brand, and despite the fact that the institution of constructive abstention was practiced by the neutral countries of Austria, Malta and Ireland, it contributed to enhanced solidarity within the EU (Hoeffler et al. 2024: 3236 –3237). Norway also contributed to the support of Ukraine through the EPF. Two tranches of voluntary support were announced, the first in October 2022 to the EUMAM Ukraine, and the second in February 2023 to support Ukraine through the Assistance Measures pillar of the EPF. The first tranche of support was EUR 14.5 million, while the second amounted to EUR 22 million (European Council 2023c).

			The allocated money, however, is not spent immediately. On the establishment of the EPF, the Council of the European Union determined annual financial ceilings, by allocating the budget evenly in the period of 2021–2027. With the extensive support to Ukraine and the increased budget of the EPF, the yearly financial ceiling also changed, however, the aim to keep it somewhat even remained, which is visible from Table 4. 

			
				
					

					Table 4. The evolution of EPF yearly financial ceiling
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					Source: Compiled by Mariann Tánczos based on European Council 2021a; 2023d; 2023e; 2024g.

				

			

			The Council of the European Union established the Ukraine Assistance Fund on 18 March 2024 after intense negotiations with Member States to meet all requests. The Ukraine Assistance Fund was established within the framework of the EPF, providing a dedicated tool for the support of Ukraine only, with the benefit of regulating rules of contribution and reimbursement separately form the general EPF budget. In practice it means that the earlier mentioned German request of limited reimbursement of bilateral donations, and the French request regarding prioritising EU and Norway made equipment were embedded in the new tool. Additionally, to avoid veto caused deadlocks in the financial support for Ukraine, those Member States who earlier abstained from a vote are not contributing to the budget of the Ukraine Assistance Fund, but should make additional contributions to other assistance measures (European Council 2024g).

			The allocated money, however, does not translate into hard cash immediately. Member States have to conclude contracts which include the detailed rules on payments. The payments can be requested in several instalments, lump sums, or they can be delayed for even several years (Wagner–Vecsey 2022: 9). Besides the hard contracts on coordinated donations, the EPF also includes elements of “creative accounting”, as future annual contributions for the EPF can be deduced from the contributions, meaning that if a Member State donates equipment to Ukraine it can count it as contribution to the EPF, and pay less to the actual budget with that amount (Hanke Vela – Chiappa 2024).

			Despite the difficulties in decision-making, budget allocation and contributions, the EPF is considered an important tool not just for providing assistance for Ukraine. The EPF can also be seen as a tool to boost EU defence industry cooperation and arms modernisation. These can be explained through the detailed regulations of the EPF and the Ukrainian Assistance Facility. Firstly, Member States can be reimbursed for their donations to Ukraine, of which the benefit can be twofold. Soviet-era (operational) weapon systems and ammunition were welcome in Ukraine, which created a market for these items. Member States have been, or will be reimbursed to some extent for their stock sweeping. Moreover, the incoming, or unspent budget can be translated into the procurement of modern military equipment both on the national and EU levels (Fiott 2023: 452). While the donation of obsolete Soviet-era equipment to Ukraine raised questions, the current regulations ensure that nobody loses on the deal.

			Secondly, when the Council of the European Union amended the decision on establishing the EPF in 2024, one of the criteria for Member State contribution reimbursement was that the donation must be an EU or Norway made weapon system. This, in itself means that further procurements must be coordinated, and will mean an increased interest in EU made items.

			The tools to coordinate defence procurement were discussed during a meeting in Versailles among EU Heads of State and Government on 10–11 March 2022. As Member States started to donate their Soviet-era weapon systems to Ukraine, the need for the replenishment of the stocks had arisen. Of course, modern equipment was agreed to be acquired, preferably from the EU defence industry, and defence spending was to be increased in general. These requirements were met, at least new tools to enhance coordinated procurement were established, like the Regulation for the European Defence Industry Reinforcement through Common Procurement Act. This will allow the creation of the European Defence Investment Programme (Fiott 2023: 452). All of these developments, however, occurred in the realm of European defence industry and had an indirect connection to the EPF. It is, nevertheless, undebatable that the Russian aggression in Ukraine and the return of conventional war to Europe set the EU’s integration in the area of defence into motion.

			Despite the interconnectedness of EU tools in the area of defence, the role of EPF in European strategic autonomy can be contextualised in itself. The new financial tool enabled the EU to respond to any crisis globally, stepping in the place of the previously limited scope of the African Peace Facility. EU Member States can provide partners with lethal platforms through the EPF in order to support CSDP action, eliminating two of the difficulties of EU external actions. Thus, the EU does not have to wait for its global partner’s response in order to make a difference on the Ukrainian battlefields. The EPF and the pledges of individual EU Member States were even able to ensure a matching U.S. support to Ukraine in equipment. After Germany announced its decision to send main battle tanks, Leopard 2s to Ukraine, the U.S. followed suit by pledging 31 M1 Abrams tanks (Gould 2023).

			Conclusions

			The Russian invasion created a deteriorating security environment for the EU, and induced a strategic reorientation towards territorial defence within the community. The deeper sense of togetherness stepped up the integration of CSDP, utilising the EPF as a glue to complete the imperfections of the policy area. The employment of the EPF required real solidarity among the Member States because of its off-budget nature, and the need for unanimity in its decision making. The utilisation of constructive abstention made this exceptional financial tool possible to maintain. From 2021 to 2024, it seemed that this heightened sense of solidarity could set the EPF in motion and operationalise it in a unified manner. However, long-term employment of the tool, and a looming strategic fatigue could reintroduce rifts into the utilisation of this instrument (Hoeffler et al. 2024: 3237).

			The total budget ceiling of the instrument was increased three times until 2024 and it reached more than EUR 17 billion for the period between 2021 and 2027. It has become one of the most important tools for Ukraine to defend its territorial integrity and protect citizens against the Russian aggression. In the framework of the EPF, EUR 6.1 billion has been mobilised for the military support of Ukraine so far (European Commission 2023; 2024). With the latest increase of the budget ceiling, in March 2024, the Council of the European Union also decided on the creation of the Ukraine Assistance Fund inside the EPF (European Council 2024b). Although constructive abstention was utilised by multiple countries along the utilisation of the EPF, it is noteworthy that the EU is still committed to supporting Ukraine.

			Considering that the war started in early 2022, on 24 February, Ukraine’s Western supporters at least in Europe are still interested to provide their eastern neighbour with material to defend its territories and to keep up its war effort. The U.S. shows a slightly different picture in 2024, a presidential election year. Signs of strategic fatigue over the war in Ukraine are also showing in the ongoing U.S. presidential election campaign. It will thus fall to the EU to incentivise on its new-found togetherness to keep Ukraine in the spotlight, and show that it can act autonomously.

			

			The EPF has so far proved to be an important tool in the practical implementation of EU measures. It is indeed a flexible tool, which can be adapted according to the situation, in this case focusing on Ukraine instead of Africa. Both pillars of the EPF, military operations and assistance measures were utilised in order to maximise the EU’s efforts in Ukraine. It is yet not clear how these actions contribute to European strategic autonomy, which will fall to future analysis on the question.

			In February 2024, Roberta Metsola, President of the European Parliament, during her visit in Athens emphasised:

			“Indeed, it’s time to reassess our strategic autonomy, ensuring our citizens feel safe and protected, capable of standing on our own. We already possess the European Peace Facility (EPF), and we should explore how we can integrate it into the European framework. A genuine security and defence union is essential, one that complements rather than competes with NATO, preserving the autonomy of each member-state while ensuring collective defence in the event of an attack. This is particularly crucial today. Take a look at events unfolding in the Red Sea, which impact shipping, security, and maritime domains. Discussions are currently under way in the European Parliament regarding the potential upgrading of the Political and Security Committee (PSC) and the creation of a commissioner for defence. In the next Commission term, seamless cooperation between the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, a commissioner for defence, and the European Parliament should be prioritized” (Kostulas 2024).
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					1	The African Peace Facility was created to support the African Union solely, even though the decision to create it was made in the framework of the cooperation between African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States and the European Union (ACP-EC Council of Ministers 2003), thus in its original form the tool could not finance any assistance measures applied outside of Africa.

				
				
					2	The Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA) was signed on 23 June 2000 between the EU and 79 members of the African Caribbean and Pacific Group of States, originally running for 20 years. The CPA rested on three pillars, development cooperation, political cooperation, and economic and trade cooperation (Vecsey 2019: 70–71).

				
				
					3	The distinction between non-executive and executive mandates are related to the tasks the different military missions and operations carry out. In this sense, non-executive mandates are focused more on advisory and training tasks operating from the background. While executive military operations are taking over the tasks or acting instead of local security forces (Tsitsikostas 2021: 87; Hornyák–Tánczos 2024: 119).
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in European Defence – What Defence Industry Brings to the Table

			Analysis and Policy Recommendations

			Introduction

			The geopolitical upheaval associated with the transformation of the international system from the unipolar world order dominated by the U.S. to a more traditional multipolar order based on a balance of power has had many consequences. Although this process in the EU is routinely linked to the Russian–Ukrainian war, that is a rather short-sighted perspective and concentrates on the present and on what is happening in Europe’s immediate vicinity. We believe we have to make sense of this development in a broader perspective both in space and time. We have to connect this to the past, to the series of events and perceptions that led to the Russian–Ukrainian war, and to the future as well, to the potential future war that might not be far off between the U.S. and China, using Taiwan as a pretext/proxy.

			The reason why this broader perspective is important is that many still seem to believe that once the Russian–Ukrainian war stops, we have a chance to go back to “normal”, and European defence can be conducted in much the same manner it has been conducted since the end of the Second World War. That is, led and mostly financed by the U.S., in the framework of NATO, a military alliance that serves as a vehicle of U.S. power in Europe and an institutionalised continuation of the alliance that was formed during the Second World War against the Axis powers.

			NATO by its very existence discourages European defence integration so as not to allow the EU to become a rival power to the U.S., while at the same time criticises European states for not taking their own defence seriously, not spending enough and letting their national armies atrophy. This situation has changed somewhat since the events leading up to the Russian attack on Ukraine: most European NATO allies are spending significantly more on defence, and making real efforts, especially the Eastern flank allies, to build their national armed forces. However, the logic of doing so has not changed, European states still think about defence overwhelmingly in terms of national defence, as an exclusive national competence and an issue at the heart of their national sovereignty. This means that the fragmentation of European defence is still very real and the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) of the EU still has a limited level of ambition, that of crisis management, leaving the defence of Europe to NATO, so, in effect, mostly to the U.S. (Fiott 2023; Molnár 2022; Molnár – Jakusné Harnos 2023; 2024).

			However, in the EU, the shock of the Russian aggression against Ukraine and the recent shock of the new U.S. approach by the second Trump Administration to handling the situation by negotiation a peace and normalising U.S. relations with Russia, is causing changes not only at the national, but also at the EU level. Still, in the timid EU fashion, Europeans are not talking about independence, or the necessity of establishing a European army. Talk is still only about strategic autonomy. The lack of a true European foreign and security policy (which CFSP is not) and a true European defence that could hold on its own, still makes Europeans stick to the alliance with the U.S., even though there is a general uneasiness and scepticism about how long that alliance will hold in the future (Fiott 2018).

			In this chapter I will describe the process of moving from intergovernmental European defence to supranational European defence. Intergovernmental European defence was the paradigm that has existed for the last quarter century after the end of the Cold War: NATO being responsible militarily for the defence of Europe and the EU doing only crisis management on an intergovernmental basis, operating by consensus. During this time, the EU invented first the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), then turned that into a common policy, the CSDP with the Lisbon Treaty. These policies were being responsible for EU crisis management only, not for the territorial defence of the Union. In the EU we also have collective defence, much like in NATO (the EU version is the Mutual Assistance Clause in the Lisbon Treaty), which says that for EU Member States that are also NATO allies, their collective defence will be done in NATO. However, as in NATO, so too in EU collective defence there is no common defence, the Allies and Member States are responsible for their own territorial defence nationally, and collective defence only means that they are mutually responsible for each other, as well.

			The slowly emerging new defence paradigm in the EU is about going beyond the intergovernmental level and crisis management, and moving into the supranational level and territorial defence as well. This includes, and is a large part built on, the emergence of the European Commission as a relatively new player in European defence, coming from the competitiveness and industrial policy angle, and using its regulatory and budgetary powers to good effect.

			

			EU defence industry

			After the Russian–Ukrainian war broke out, the EU reacted fast, and most of those initial reactions were related to defence procurement and defence industry. The war showed that high intensity conflict can return to Europe, and Europeans are not prepared for it. It also showed that neither is the U.S. prepared enough to support both itself and Europe, including Ukraine, with defence products at a scale and speed needed in a high intensity conventional war. Most European states and the U.S. pooled and transferred defence equipment as soon as their processes would allow, however, that was still not enough, and by depleting European equipment, also made another need apparent, the replenishment of European stockpiles of equipment. Even the U.S. defence industry was not able to ramp up fast enough to produce enough ammunition, and desperate attempts were made in both the U.S. and Europe to speed up production.

			The problems in Europe with regard to defence industry are greater than those in the U.S.: both the U.S. Defense Technological and Industrial Base (DTIB) (Wilkinson 2020) and the European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB) were optimised for peacetime, but at least the U.S. is a single political entity and, as a consequence, has a consolidated and united defence industry. The U.S. “only” had to ramp up production for war. However, Europe is not so fortunate, we are facing the dual problems of our defence industry being geared for peace, and of fragmentation along the lines of nation states, and as such, having no common defence industrial base. EDTIB and a “single market for defence” are policy objectives, not reality: the EU Member States (those few that do have any defence industry worthy of the name) have national defence industrial bases. The natural amalgamation and consolidation of the EDTIB has started already to a limited extent, without any political push due to the forces of globalisation (European Defence Agency 2012). But that process will not produce a true EDTIB and true European Defence Equipment Market (EDEM) without top-down political and economic intervention (European Defence Agency s. a.a).

			The effects of the war led the EU institutions to issue what in the Brussels lingo is called DIGA (Defence Investment Gap Analysis), a document by EU institutions (European Commission 2024a), identifying the problems and recommending solutions. Right after that, the institutions have created the Defence Joint Procurement Task Force (DJPTF) (European Defence Agency 2022), which was a fast-acting clearing house by the European Commission, the European Defence Agency and the European External Action Service to coordinate and deconflict the common procurement of defence products by EU Member States for Ukraine and for the Member States. Europe also reacted by launching two emergency instruments, namely, regulations that the EU co-legislators, the Council and the European Parliament passed in record time: EDIRPA (European Commission s. a.a) and ASAP (European Commission s. a.b). The process leading to EDIRPA was launched first, but it proved too slow, so ASAP was launched later and passed before EDIRPA, to deal with immediate need for ammunition. ASAP set a true record: from the proposal of the regulation by the Commission until its adoption by the co-legislators and entering into force: the EU did ASAP in 2 months (Andersson 2023). (The normal legislative process, even if it is expedited, takes at least 18 months, and, if it is not urgent, it might take several years.) These two regulations are very much related to the ongoing war and have thus been conceived in a totally different paradigm than the regulations before the war, which were the first of their kind (defence industrial and defence research, and technological in nature): the EDF, and its two precursor programs, the European Defence Industrial Development Programme (EDIDP) and Preparatory Action for Defence Research (PADR) 4  (European Commission 2024b; s. a.e; s. a.f).

			Now, after the emergency situation has been dealt with as much as the EU could deal with it at the defence industrial front, the EU is again turning to non-emergency EU regulations in the field of defence industry, which have longer term structural policy objectives relating to the reinforcement of the EDTIB, not the war. At the time of writing this chapter, the Council of the European Union is formally discussing the European Defence Industrial Development Programme (EDIP) regulation, and aims to adopt the general approach (that is, the Council mandate) as soon as possible so that the trialogue discussions among the Council, the European Commission and the European Parliament can start. The intention is to have the co-legislators adopt EDIP by the summer of 2025 and, after its entry into force, set up the EDIP Programme Committee without delay and start the implementation of EDIP, issuing the first calls for proposals before 2025 comes to a close (European Commission s. a.c).

			EDIP is conceived as a bridging programme, meaning it will be the bridge between the emergency instruments of EDIRPA and ASAP and the next 7-year financial framework of the EU, the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), starting in 2028. EDIP will cover the years 2025–2027. All currently running and under preparation EU defence industrial and defence innovation/research and technology programs 5  are under the current MFF, so they will all end in 2027 or earlier. It is an open question whether for the MFF the Commission will propose one overarching defence program, merging the current EDF and EDIP and their objectives into one (not to mention other defence-related programs financed from the EU budget, such as military mobility), or it will propose an “EDF2” and an “EDIP2” (under whatever names) (Delasnerie 2024).

			One thing, though, is certain: the Commission intends to spend an order of magnitude more money on defence in the next MFF. The programs enumerated above all have relatively limited budgets, all of them together barely amounting to 20 billion euros. The political level of ambition that the previous Commissioner for the Internal Market Thierry Breton expressed in a speech was 100 billion euros for defence, and the president of the new Commission, Ursula von der Leyen has talked about a 500 billion gap in European defence we have to fill. We will see what the first defence commissioner, now that defence has been promoted to have its own commissioner within the Commission, the former Lithuanian Prime Minister, Andrius Kubilius, will propose in the awaited White Paper on European defence in March 2025, and what Member States will be prepared to agree on for defence, also taking into account all the other policy objectives the Union budget has to serve (Delasnerie 2024).

			Let us examine the most important issues regarding European defence industry. One of the biggest issues is the Europeanisation of supply chains (which are now at higher industrial tiers about 90% still national due to trust and security of supply issues, although at lower tiers and in the civilian sector, supply chains are already much more multinational in Europe). The other challenge is to increase funding available to the industry by orders of magnitude. This funding can come from three sources: national, European (EU budget) and private financing (banks, equities, etc). The EU, with the leadership of the Commission, is also taking great strides towards using more and more of the EU budget on defence (based on its competence in competitiveness and industrial policy), mostly on defence industry.

			In terms of private funding, the European Investment Bank has recently changed its lending policy, making funding defence industry companies much easier, and it is working on next steps. Other investment and commercial banks will very probably follow suit and an enormous amount of money can flow into European defence. There is now a brewing consensus to have the funds nationally spent on defence be an exception to the accounting for national deficit under the Stability and Growth Pact. There is also a debate, although here there are deep divides among Member States, about issuing common debt for defence spending, the idea of the so-called “Eurobonds”.

			Another issue is underinvestment in defence, which has been happening for decades in Europe, and although it has improved somewhat in the last decade, there are still hundreds of billions of euros missing from this sector. This problem itself is twofold: we are not spending enough either nationally or at the EU level, but also, what we do spend, we spend in a fragmented, ineffective way. One distinct problem is that without Treaty change, we cannot legally spend EU budget money on defence (Article 41.2 of the Treaty on the European Union prohibits that). Thus what we do spend is on defence industry, research and technology, military mobility and we are taking great pains, also in the framework of the EDIP negotiations, to avoid spending on anything that could be unlawful. Yet another issue is favouring the products of the U.S. defence industry over the products of the EDTIB, and procuring 60% (before the war) to 80% (since the war started) of our defence equipment from third countries, mainly the U.S. (European Commission 2024c: 15–16). This is the greatest issue within EDIP, and one year after EDIP has been proposed by the Commission, we still have not found a workable compromise (elements can already be known: 65% of the components have to be of EU origin, and those activities that want funding must have European design authority over the product). Also, money is not all, defence industry also needs skilled workforce, knowledge transfer and training, and raw materials.

			At the same time, NATO is trying to copy, to the extent it can, the process of the EU turning toward defence industry, based on the Defence Production Action Plan adopted at the Vilnius summit in 2023. Since NATO cannot provide funds for defence industry, it is hoping to use money contributed by the allies for implementing this action plan. We can see both in NATO and in the EU the lobbying of the U.S. for strengthening what they call the “TDTIB”, the transatlantic defence technological and industrial base. This is obviously an Atlanticist concept and attempt to counteract the EU efforts for strengthening the EDTIB, which the U.S. dislikes for fear of losing influence and market share in Europe. This competition between the EDTIB and TDTIB approaches also manifests as the debate within EDIP on defence industrial protectionism (“buy European” approach) and the “flexible” approach, which would allow U.S. (and other third country) components in those EU defence products with which companies would be applying for EU financial support from EDIP.

			The defence industrial reinforcement efforts of the EU serve a double objective. The industrial objective is to support the European Defence Technological and Industrial Base, by creating a single market in defence products, contributing to the competitiveness of the EU globally by reinforcing its defence industry, supporting the technological independence, the design authority, the intellectual property rights, the defence innovation power of the EU, creating jobs, improving exports of European defence products, and creating wealth and prosperity. The defence objective is the mass production of defence products needed by the armed forces of EU Member States, ensuring their timely availability in the quantity and quality needed, ensuring security of supply and the resilience of the EU’s defence industrial capacity, and reducing the Union’s reliance on third countries. These two objectives can also be described as defence readiness, meaning, most importantly, having the right military capabilities, and the basis that underpins that, which is defence industrial readiness (which can roughly be seen as equal to having an effective and strong EDTIB).

			However, these two policy objectives have two distinctive legal bases in the two Treaties. The first Treaty is the TEU (TEU 2012) (foreign, security and defence policy legal bases), which is the basis for military capabilities that are still a national competence and CSDP is only a framework for intergovernmental cooperation in capability development (and operations). The Commission has no competence with regard to the tasks described in the TEU. The other Treaty is the TFEU (TFEU 2012) (defence industrial and competitiveness legal bases), which is where the Commission has varied competence, sometimes exclusive, sometimes shared with the Member States, meaning that the Commission has a very strong competence and role in defence industry, which is seen as part of the internal market. This is the reason why the Commission has “infiltrated” European defence from the industrial (and space) angle.

			The Commission acts independently of the governments of Member States, for the general interest of the EU, and is accountable to the European Parliament. This is very similar to how national governments of the Member States are acting in the interest of their countries and are accountable to their national parliaments. Thus, we have a parallel, quasi federal structure on top of the national political structures in the EU. The consequence of this is that the “fight” for European defence is between two types of sovereignty and vision for the future: that exercised at the national level, which up to now has been and still mostly is the sole player regarding defence (this is laid down in the Treaties). The second vision is a European defence that is pooled and exercised at the EU (federal) level, which is not a reality, but more or less a political objective of those quasi-federal institutions: the EP and the Commission.

			The above general political situation translates to defence predictably. The Member States themselves have different views about this, which, to make matters more complex, also changes over time and is not even unitary within a state, different national ministries and political parties holding sometimes very different views. However, in general, Member States hold on to their prerogatives and sole competence regarding defence, but have to endure the encroachment by the Commission, since very simply, they need the money and the regulatory power the Commission can bring to the table in defence. The Commission has exclusive competence over the programming and implementation of the EU budget, which is done using the communitarian method (by comitology).

			No EU Member State has the financial means to develop and support a full spectrum force package, some defence capabilities and infrastructure of European scale are beyond the reach of any one of them. The Member States thus need a large dose of EU budget money to subsidise European defence, to complement national defence spending. But the money comes with a political price: the Commission will have more and more influence over European defence itself, which in time might lead to a Hamiltonian moment, when it has to be decided whether the Member States are politically ready to pool sovereignty in defence and move to a European Defence Union, commonly operated and financed from the EU budget, not only in words, but also in deeds.

			EDIS and EDIP

			The European Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS) (European Commission s. a.g) and EDIP, which have been issued by the Commission (and in the case of EDIS, as a joint communication together with the EEAS) on 5 March 2024, are making strides in the above direction. The stated aim of EDIS is to spend more, better and European in order to reach defence industrial readiness in Europe (ramping up industrial capacities, manufacturing enough European defence products). EDIS draws the lessons of the Russian−Ukrainian war, pointing to the need of a paradigm change from emergency instruments to strategic efforts to strengthen the EDTIB. EDIS enumerates a plethora of new measures that are mostly also found in EDIP, which is the first step of the implementation of EDIS (European Commission s. a.d). Below follows a summarising table about the measures in EDIP (European Commission 2024c: 50).

			
				
					

					Table 1. EDIP measures

					
						
							
							
							
							
						
						
							
									
									Specific objective

								
									
									Legal basis

								
									
									Pillar
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									Strengthen the competitiveness and responsiveness of the EDTIB

								
									
									Article 173 TFEU

								
									
									Pillar 1

								
									
									The programme (EDIRPA and ASAP intervention logic)

									FAST (fund to support the supply chain)

									EDPCI (European Defence Projects of Common Interest)

									Military Sales Mechanism (catalogue, capacity building, readiness pools)

									SEAP (Structure for European Armament Programs)

								
							

							
									
									Enhance the ability of the EDTIB to ensure the timely availability and supply of defence products

								
									
									Article 114 TFEU

								
									
									Pillar 2

								
									
									Military Sales Mechanism (solidarity clause)

									Security of Supply regime

								
							

							
									
									Contribute to the recovery, reconstruction and modernisation of the Ukrainian DTIB

								
									
									Article 212 TFEU

								
									
									Pillar 3

								
									
									USI (Ukraine Support Instrument, extension of the EDIRPA and ASAP intervention logic to Ukraine and Ukrainian businesses)

								
							

						
					

					Source: Compiled by the author based on European Commission 2024c: 50.

				

			

			EDIP, as seen above, has three pillars. The first is the Programme, which unites and continues the common procurement logic of EDIRPA and the defence industrial reinforcement logic of ASAP, where we can expect 2–3 calls for proposals for each type of projects over the years 2025–2027. The first pillar also creates other new instruments, such as the Structure for European Armament Programs (SEAPs), the European Defence Projects of Common Interest (EDPCI), the rudimentary beginnings of an “EU FMS”, which is loosely based on the FMS system of the U.S., but has broader objectives due to EU specificities, and a support fund for SMEs working in or intending to enter the defence industry (Clapp 2024; European Defence Agency s. a.b).

			The second pillar is the regulatory pillar, which will stay on the books beyond 2027 as well, creating an EU wide defence Security of Supply (SoS) regime. In this regard, EDIP is a hybrid instrument, both a programme and a classic regulation in terms of creating new legal rules in the area of defence industry. The third pillar is the Ukraine Support Instrument, which basically mirrors the Programme, but for the benefit of Ukraine, and serves to support the reconstruction of the Ukrainian DTIB and common procurement of defence products for and together with Ukraine.

			EDIP also intends to increase the competitiveness, industrial capacity and resilience of the EDTIB by financing through calls for proposals and granting funding to the winners’ defence industrial collaborative actions, common procurement actions and by helping the transfer of successful EU prototypes resulting from EDF projects into mass production. The use of products and components from third states in EDIP is a question of delicate balance. We have to make sure that the European defence industry can use components from third countries (especially electronics, chips) for the foreseeable time, as we are dependent on components (and raw materials) coming from outside the EU. We must protect and support our own industry, but we can only reduce our dependence gradually, so as not to leave our own industry behind, and exclude the defence industry of most Member States from EU funding because of their integration into global industrial supply chains (Fiott 2023).

			At the same time, while reducing our dependence on outside components, we also have to open our largely national supply chains to each other and build up truly European supply chains topped by European defence industry primes, improving cross-border cooperation. This needs a level of trust, also in the field of security of supply, which does not exist at the moment, so we have to build something new and unprecedented at the EU level, including an EU level Security of Supply regime. The EDIP SoS regime proposed by the Commission has as one of its major measures, the Priority Rated Orders (PROs), which would make sure that in a supply crisis, defence industry gets precedence over civilian industry when it has to compete with civilian industry for critical inputs. If this SoS regime is approved, PROs can only be placed on civilian companies, while defence companies would be subject to priority rated requests (PRRs) in similar situations, since when the EU-wide SoS regime was proposed for the first time in the ASAP regulation, Member States rejected it partly because of lack of time to properly discuss it, and partly because PROs in that regime were proposed for defence companies as well, and Member States saw that as a major affront to national sovereignty.

			EDIS, building on and intending to supersede the benchmarks related to collaborative defence procurement and R&T, defined three targets: intra-EU defence trade should reach at least 35% of the EU defence market, Member States should procure at least 50% of their defence products from the EDTIB by 2030 and at least 60% by 2035, and common procurement should amount to at least 40% of all defence investment by 2030. These targets, along with EDIS as a whole, are set in a Commission–EEAS joint communication, which the Council has not discussed and has not adopted, and the Member States are certainly not shy about refusing to own them. EDIS is the vision of mostly the Commission about the future directions of the development of European defence industry.

			EDIS also outlines the vision regarding the EDPCI, which are also a proposed measure in EDIP. The idea is to secure access to contested spaces for the EU, these being defined as air, maritime, space, hybrid and cyberspace. EDIS says the EU should have European defence infrastructure in place – or at least in an advanced stage of development – by 2035 that is required to secure Europe’s access to these contested spaces. Examples for this infrastructure are integrated air and missile defence, space surveillance assets, maritime assets, etc. It is worthy of notice that EDIS has covered with EDPCIs all military domains with the notable exception of land, the first and most traditional domain, over which the Member States feel the most concern with regard to their national sovereignty and control.

			There is another hiatus EDIS has tried to quite literally bridge, with what is called in the EDIS the “Defence Industrial Readiness Board” (DIRP), which the Hungarian Presidency of the Council since then renamed the EDIS Board, to differentiate it from the EDIP Board (these were two formats of the DIRP in the original Commission proposal for EDIP). The EDIP Board is to advise the Commission during the implementation of the EU Security of Supply regime. In accordance with this, the Hungarian Presidency of the Council has, after separating the two formats of the DIRP into the EDIS Board and the EDIP Board, renamed the EDIP Board the Defence Security of Supply Board during the negotiations on EDIP, which is now responsible for managing the SoS regime only.

			The EDIS Board is a much more complex issue, and a fascinating example of a political-legal “bricolage” attempt to solve a problem which cannot otherwise be solved in the political and legal framework we currently have. The current legal framework in which European defence has to operate is schizophrenic: as we have said, we have two EU Treaties, the TEU and the TFEU, and both regulate parts of European defence, with nothing ensuring a coherent overall defence policy at the EU level. We can think of the two Treaties as the left and right brain of the EU, with no corpus callosum to link them and making sure they can work as one.

			The EDIS Board has been conceived to act as a bridge between the two Treaties, to link the political-military side of European defence (TEU Title V, CFSP/CSDP) with the economic-industrial competitiveness side of European defence (TFEU, the newly emerging defence industrial policy of the EU). However, Member States were not supportive of the idea of the EDIS Board, and the Commission seems to have abandoned it, so now it can be reasonably said that the idea is dead.

			EU defence planning

			The EDIS Board, if it had gained traction, would have taken the aggregated Capability Development Plan (CDP) priorities agreed by the EU defence ministers as a result of the EU capability development process, and further refined those priorities in order to define the critical capability requirements. It would then have looked at what procurement needs those capability requirements/priorities generate, and what the EDTIB can actually produce. It would have determined where the defence industrial capacity gaps are, and would have come up with development priorities with regard to defence industry. This linking of the two Treaties and ensuring they work together coherently would have contributed to a more coherent European defence system (European Defence Agency 2023).

			Without the EDIS Board, we have no forum to discuss EU military capability planning and budgeting/programming together. This means that after the White Paper comes out in March 2025, and hopefully at around the same time a peace is brokered and the Russian–Ukrainian war ends, we will have to find another way, another forum to bring coherence to European defence. We need to come up with an institutionalised way of linking the military capability needs of the armed forces of the EU with the programs available under the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). The EU has no defence planning system. Right now the allocation of EU funds to our defence industry and defence procurement is not linked to what our armed forces need, only to defence industrial policy.

			According to the relevant regulations, including EDIP, the Commission has to take into account the Capability Development Plan (CDP), which is supposed to ensure that the funding priorities of the programs correlate to the capability priorities of the EU. How does the Commission take the CDP into account? The same way as the national defence planning processes of the Member States do: it does not, because it cannot be done. This is not due to any political ill will towards the CDP or CARD, it is a matter of trying to use an orange as a hammer: the instrument is not right for the job. Both the CDP and CARD are capability development instruments that have been envisaged and established within the intergovernmental paradigm of the European Defence Agency. They are not defence planning instruments and they do not work in the new, partly supranational world of European defence.

			The CDP encompasses anything and everything: it is so wide with regard to what military capabilities are, priorities for the EU (virtually all of them) that “taking the CDP into account” in practice means: open it and find the justification for what we want to fund anyway. Other than no real prioritisation in the CDP, the even bigger problem is that the CDP does not quantify the defence capability requirements of the EU, because the CDP is a capability development instrument, not a defence planning instrument. This means that at EU level, we have no idea how many of which forces, units, platforms, weapons, etc. the EU needs.

			

			The situation is due to several factors. One is, the agreed EU level of ambition we have is only for crisis management. Territorial defence is left to NATO. We do have the Headline Goal process that has been made circular a few years ago and is based on the “ancient” Capability Development Mechanism (CDM), which is the basis for the capability development process in the EU. The requirements for crisis management are determined in the Requirement Catalogue every few years, against which Member States voluntarily offer capability contributions in the Force Catalogue, and we compare the two and define and prioritise the capability shortfalls in the Progress Catalogue. The prioritised list of capability shortfalls is the result of the Headline Goal Process, and this is the most important input into the CDP, called Strand A (the other important strands are the long-term vision about military capabilities and operational lessons learned) (Mauro 2019). We also more or less know what the territorial defence needs of the EU are, or at least we can intelligently infer from the Minimum Capability Requirements (MCR) in the NATO Defence Planning Process (NDPP) (NATO Allied Command Transformation s. a.). The NATO MCR is defined within the NDPP every four years for all the military tasks of NATO taken together, but most of the requirements come from its most important core task, the territorial defence of Europe.

			The MCR, as all of NATO, is based on the Atlanticist idea of European defence, which is that Europe cannot (and should not be able to) defend itself and needs help from the U.S., so about half of the forces in the event of a major war against Europe would come from the U.S. Not to mention the need for shipping those forces over from North America, and again, not to mention the U.S. nuclear umbrella over Europe. We can mostly equate the forces identified in the MCR for the defence of Europe with the capability requirements that Europe would have in case of autonomous European defence, since NATO is not designed to defend the North American continent at all. Supreme Allied Commander Europe’s (SACEUR) area of responsibility excludes the territory of the U.S. and Canada, and only includes Europe and the part of the Atlantic Ocean over which transportation of U.S. forces to Europe would happen (NATO 2022).

			NATO is also the reason why there is no EU defence planning, only NATO defence planning, so currently the NDPP contains the best data for what the EU needs in terms of capabilities. However, the relevant data in the NDPP is of course highly classified and only shared with NATO Allies. Due to the political problems between the EU and NATO caused by the Turkish–Greek frozen conflict over Cyprus, and the clash of the Atlanticist and Europeanist visions of European defence, there still is no security of information agreement between them, and no way of sharing this information. However, EU and NATO membership overlaps to a large extent, so EU Member States are aware of capability requirements, and those that are NATO allies as well are regularly apportioned their fair share of them as capability targets in the NDPP process.

			Allies that are also EU Member States of course see the whole MCR and the capability target packages of other Allies as well. But none of them has either the willingness, the authorisation or the responsibility to think in terms of the whole of the EU. The EU institutions and agencies responsible for capability development, such as the EEAS (and inside it, the EUMS), the European Commission and the EDA do have the responsibility and the task to think in terms of the whole EU, but they do not have the whole data set from NATO, only those parts of the data that the Allies who are also EU Member States decide to share with the EU as well. (In practice, these Allies mostly offer the same forces and capabilities to the EU as to NATO.)

			The political decision has never been made to identify what the EU would need to defend itself in a high intensity war without U.S. support. In other words, the EU political level of ambition is still only for the limited scope of crisis management, and that is what the military level of ambition, the headline goal process takes into account. The CDP and the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD), another capability development instrument managed by the EDA (without explicit political tasking to do this) go beyond assessing capability requirements based only on crisis management, and also take into account wider needs (European Defence Agency 2024). Still, they do not do defence planning and they do not “plan” for territorial defence either. Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) is also ambiguous in this regard, since it has been originally conceived 20 years ago to constitute a step by step roadmap to establishing a European army. However, due to lack of political will, PESCO has been the famous “sleeping beauty” of CSDP for almost a decade between the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty and the eventual activation of PESCO in 2017. After that, PESCO has also stalled. In the PESCO framework Member States have generated so far 5 waves of PESCO projects (which are traditional intergovernmental cooperation projects), and declared in the PESCO Council Decision that the objective of PESCO is to provide the full spectrum capability package for the EU (for which, no steps have been taken). Right now, we have only 11 project proposals for the 6th wave of PESCO projects, so it can be safely said that PESCO is basically dead. The surest way of knowing that is that we are doing PESCO Strategic Reviews (always a bad sign) and talking about the “revitalisation” of PESCO (Biscop 2020).

			EDIS says the EDIS Board is for the “joint programming and procurement function”, which was supposed to be the defence planning function, but the Commission and the EEAS chose to use a vaguer workaround expression, since defence planning firmly belongs to the national competence of Member States, as the “hard” side of defence policy, making decisions on how much to spend on what capabilities. At the national level most Member States have more or less developed defence planning processes. The NDPP is intergovernmental in nature, aggregating the military requirements, then apportioning them and leaving the planning, programming, budgeting and procuring to the allied states. NDPP does not have a budget, only the Allies spend on NATO capability targets, out of their own national defence budgets. (NATO’s civilian and military budgets are not for military capabilities, and for allied programs, such as AGS and others, the Allies pay from their own budgets.) This paradigm is not a surprise: NATO is not a supranational body but an intergovernmental alliance of sovereign nations, so it has no supranational level.

			What we do not have is an EU level, supranational defence planning process, which would provide an agreed, planned and prioritised input to the EU budget regarding defence. Without this second, parallel process above national defence planning processes, there is very little tangible data orienting the EU budget spending on defence.

			Establishing an EU defence planning process would require a political decision, which would also have to include deconflicting with NDPP. Within NDPP, EU allies could be apportioned their capability targets not nationally, but all EU allies together: the EU “caucus”, or European pillar of NATO could be apportioned an EU capability target package. In laymen’s terms, the U.S. and Europe would divide who needs to come up with what military capabilities to be able to respond to NATO’s level of ambition and carry out its military tasks. This of course, is only a valid train of thought in case NATO survives the second Trump Administration.

			EU Member States had sole competence for European defence for about 25–30 years and have made little to no progress toward an EU that would be capable of actually defending itself, or at the very least, deal with the crises in its neighbourhood. The inability to deal with the crisis in the Balkans was the reason why the U.S. had to act and why ESDP was invented by the U.K. and France in Saint-Malo in 1998, and since then, we have thoroughly proved that without a top down political push, the Member States lack the political will and direction to go beyond national and allied defence. Common defence of the EU as an objective is enshrined in the TEU, in Article 42.2. Mutual assistance (which was supposed to be called mutual defence but had to be called assistance because of the militarily neutral Member States), or the “EU article V” is laid down in Article 42.7. PESCO, enshrined in Article 42.6, was supposed to be the gradual path towards the European Army. None of these provisions are one inch closer to implementation than they were when this text was originally conceived as part of the EU Constitution, later reinvented as the Lisbon Treaty, more than 20 years ago (Biscop 2020).

			We will see what the future brings and if the double shock of ending the Russian–Ukrainian war by the U.S. and Russia going over the heads of both the EU and Ukraine, and the downgrading or even dissolution of NATO by the U.S. will lead to the EU finally taking charge of its own defence.

			What European defence industry brings to the table

			The EU entering a new policy area, defence industry, is an organic consequence of the world changing and the EU adapting. Defence cannot exist without industry; defence industry is the natural basis for any credible European defence. Defence industry connects to defence on the demand side through defence planning, and on the supply side through industrial planning. None of these exist yet at the EU supranational level, so in the first few years of this process and in the first few defence programs financed from the Union budget, they were, and still are linked only in an ad hoc manner.

			What defence industry thus will bring to the table of European defence is this:

			◆funding: EU level funding complements national funding

			◆defence planning: EU level prioritisation and defence planning complements national prioritisation and defence planning

			◆legislation: defence moves from a strictly national competence, and intergovernmental cooperation (CSDP) into a partly communitarian process, since in anything that gets funded from the EU budget, the Commission has powers of initiation and implementation, establishing and implementing European policy objectives together with the co-legislators, the Council and the EP

			◆European Defence Union: all of this will in time naturally turn European defence into an integral part of the European economy and lead to a European Defence Union

			◆European Army: the remaining issue will be the size of the European army generated, its tasks (crisis management only or also territorial defence) and its relation to national armies (delineation of tasks), and the political will and extent of pooling national sovereignty in the field of defence based on the principle of subsidiarity

			

			Policy recommendations

			An EU Defence Union could be defined as a militarily credible, capable EU that has strategic independence, a true European foreign policy, a true European defence policy, defence readiness and both the strong defence industrial base and the strong military capabilities it needs to defend the Union, its citizens, its land territory, borders, infrastructure, airspace, maritime space and outer space against both hybrid and conventional attacks. On top of defending the European Union itself, the EU also has to be able to defend its interests and values in a multipolar world.

			A Defence Union could and, if we are serious about taking responsibility for European defence, should encompass these elements:

			◆a strategic defence objective set out in a Defence White Book agreed by the Council, that would replace the Strategic Compass, and that would take into account the White Paper by the Commission and the European External Action Service

			◆this defence objective could be a European Defence Union, setting the political and military level of ambition that the EU should be able to militarily defend itself, and its interests globally

			◆reinforced structures in the EU institutions for defence; the full-fledged defence committee in the EP and having a defence commissioner have already happened, further steps could be: a DG Defence in the Commission, a Defence Affairs Council as a new Council formation, reorganising relevant EEAS defence related structures under the Defence Commissioner, transferring the EDA also under the Defence Commissioner, reinforcing the role of the HR/VP as the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the EU, cleaning the portfolio of the EEAS and turning it into an EU level Ministry of Foreign Affairs

			◆tying Union funding through Union defence programs to this strategic objective

			◆reinforced European military capabilities and defence infrastructure through European Defence Projects of Common Interest (EDPCI), starting with an integrated air and missile defence shield, cyber, maritime and space defence capabilities, strategic enablers for operations and the Rapid Deployment Capability

			◆reinforced EDTIB through EDIP, EDF and their follow-on programs under the next MFF (producing and buying European defence products, reducing strategic dependency)

			◆establishing a common European force, starting on the basis of the RDC, not replacing national armed forces, but creating a Union force that is able to do both crisis management and territorial defence and that can be used for EU military operations, to be financed entirely from a common fund (building on the EPF)

			◆turning the EU capability planning process into an EU defence planning process, and linking EU defence planning to EU defence industrial planning

			◆amending the Treaties and making sure that defence can be financed from the EU budget

			In this way, the subsidiarity principle would be honoured as well, by pooling sovereignty in terms of defence planning and defence industrial reinforcement where this can only be done effectively at the supranational level, and leaving everything below this level to Member States.
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			Resilience – 
An Asset of European Strategic Autonomy

			The introduction of resilience 
to the EU’s foreign policy discourse

			Resilience is a very versatile concept, which was utilised in different contexts with different meanings over time. Its connection with strategic autonomy was made recently, when European strategic documents started to use the two concepts next to each other. However, the concept of resilience appeared in the European Union’s (EU) strategic thinking as early as 2012, it was used with a narrow focus on food security (Tocci 2020: 177). Only the European Union’s Global Strategy (EUGS) of 2016 elevated it to one of the main interwoven motifs in the text. Resilience thus became one of the main ideas around which the EU’s external action revolves (Wagner–Anholt 2016: 414–415). Besides its external aspects, the concept was set to be applied internally as well in protecting democracies and critical infrastructure within the Union, for instance (European External Action Service 2016: 15–22). The concept became part of the everyday vocabulary of the EU, but mainly because of its versatility it is difficult to grasp what resilience means in practice. As it is a highly adaptable concept, it raises questions regarding its implementation. The “how”-s in this field can affect how European strategic autonomy can be put into practice.

			The EU had been very vague on resilience to preserve its appeal in all of the domains it wishes to utilise it to reach its aims. Meanwhile, this ambiguousness raised concerns among academics on multiple aspects of the concept: how it is going to be applied to define crises, what are its implications on the concept of crises (Wagner–Anholt 2016: 419–422; Ulgen 2016: 46) and how can the EU ensure that it is not building resilient authoritarian regimes (Biscop 2016: 2). This latter criticism was challenged as repressive regimes cannot be resilient, just immensely stable, which pitfall becomes visible during the occurrence of an external shock (Tocci 2020: 181).

			Despite the reception in academia, the EU’s formulation of resilience as one of its main concepts towards the future has its merits as well. Resilience is claimed to be an interdisciplinary tool, which resonates with multiple domains of policy communities (Tocci 2017: 70). The aim to build resilient states is a more attractive expression than fragile and failed states, thus the European Neighbourhood Policy states are more willing to accept it. The concept is also more consistent with the EU’s comprehensive and integrated approach (Joseph–Juncos 2019: 1002–1003). It is in line with the concept of principled pragmatism as well, also introduced by the EUGS, providing a “middle ground” between over-ambitious democracy and peace building and under-ambitious stability building in the neighbourhood (Wagner–Anholt 2016: 415). This latter aspect, however, was also criticised as the EU must have a point of decision if it is going to pursue a principled or a pragmatic approach, as both is impossible to follow (Juncos 2017: 2). The third idea behind the utilisation of the concept lies in its dynamic nature. Resilience is not merely the act of surviving a shock and bouncing back to the original state, but it includes adaptation (Tocci 2020: 181). In an ever more contested global order, and amidst heightened great power rivalry, the ability to adapt means survival. The borrowed term, however, raises concerns exactly about its flexibility, which is claimed to provide a mere constructive ambiguity for the EU (Bargués 2021: 6).

			This controversy in academia gives a difficult setting to assess how resilience contributes to European strategic autonomy. It is clear, however, that the expression is well received in the very areas it was intended to be utilised in the first place. It resonated well with European Neighbourhood Policy countries (Joseph–Juncos 2019: 1002–1003), it brought together European Union Member States’ decision-makers (Tocci 2020: 176) and finally gave a point of connection to the security and development policy communities (Tocci 2017: 70). According to this, resilience can be a useful asset of European strategic autonomy in the field of Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), if utilised with care.

			Terminology

			The interpretation of resilience within the EU and academia had faced controversy because of the broad and multidisciplinary application of the concept. The inconsistency between the different terminologies is not just a technical issue but points to fundamental disagreements about the concept. Therefore a guide of the terminology is offered here to disentangle the multifaceted idea of resilience.

			Double interpretation. Resilience, derived from the Latin word “resilere” meaning jumping or springing back, refers to the capacity of states, societies, communities and individuals to effectively handle, endure, adjust to and bounce back from unexpected events and difficult situations. Resilience was a familiar term for the EU academics and community of interest in 2016; however, at that time, resilience was mostly associated with the humanitarian field, namely food security. In 2016, the EU Global Strategy identified resilience as one of the top five priorities for the EU’s global involvement. Primarily, it provided a more extensive understanding of resilience, which extended beyond just humanitarian intervention and encompassed various policy domains. The introduction of the concept of resilience was intended to bring together policy sectors that had hitherto been strictly separated. Unfortunately, from the very beginning, there has been an inherent ambiguity, the security community always meant “state resistance” by resilience, while development, humanitarian and human rights policy-makers have tended to think of resilience as “social flexibility” (Tocci 2020: 2–3).

			Local or state-level resiliency. While the EU considered resilience in 2012 a primary objective, a “goal in itself”, in 2017 it was already considered a tool, “a means not an end” to achieve greater governance and stability in external affairs. The purpose of this security shift in EU resilience thinking was to enhance the predictability and manageability of Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries. The disadvantage of the turn was that EU agencies ceased to engage with local communities (e.g. municipalities, civil society groups, refugees, youth, women and media as target groups), and they lifted their focus to state governance. As a consequence, the local ownership of the resilience-related projects was denied. In summary, the concept of resilience as a narrative of the EU has been completely “governmentalised”, focusing on security, by integrating engineered resilience into national policy frameworks. Resilience governance involves the establishment or acknowledgment of “negotiated moral communities” that have the ability to organise themselves in response to the common reality. How can EU effectively support these “negotiated moral communities” in an underdeveloped region, considering the constant challenges they face such as everyday hardships, ruthless dictators, widespread corruption and diminishing prospects for a better life? How can we develop resilience so as to avoid the entrapments of compliance and dependency? The EU must prioritise the examination of self-organisation within the broader framework of governance networks. This form of governance can be characterised as “guided self-organisation”, which operates through a networked system of shared interests and rules. It involves initiating change at the local level, while receiving support from the global level, and then adapting and reflecting on itself through an ongoing process. This approach eliminates the need for foreign interference, allowing local abilities, customs and knowledge to serve as both the methods and objectives of intervention. This is an enduring process and adaptation, and the EU appears to be only at the early stages to find the answers (Korosteleva 2020: 247–257).

			

			EU understanding, the broad interpretation. The central idea of the EU’s resilience concept is the “ability to resist and regenerate” and to be “crisis-proof” in disasters and other challenging situations. The EU is a political and economic union with a broader mandate that includes economic stability, social policies and political cooperation, thus the EU’s resilience terminology includes non-military aspects such as economic resilience, foreign policy, public health and environmental sustainability. The broad initial understanding of resilience was “the ability of an individual, a household, a community, a country or a region to withstand, to adapt, and to quickly recover from stresses and shocks”; this definition was distilled in the EUGS as the “ability to remain functional and capable in the face of an external threat or danger, or to resume functioning rapidly following any disruption” (IATE s. a.). This definition implies long-term development and ability to change drastically after a strategic shock.

			NATO understanding, the narrow interpretation. NATO, which cooperates closely with the EU on many issues, has a similar idea, albeit in more general terms: “The ability of a functional unit to continue to perform a required function in the presence of faults or errors.” NATO prioritises collective defence, deterrence and military readiness; therefore, resilience efforts are closely tied to maintaining and enhancing military capabilities and defence-related infrastructure. Broadly speaking, NATO resilience is always associated with an emergency, and refers to the preparation and planning of the government institutions and systems related to the delivery of essential services to withstand acute shocks and protracted crises; however, it does not indicate the required capacity to reform and modify itself in the long run.

			Internal and external resilience. There are two distinct interpretations of the phrase, which can be categorised as internal and external resilience. Both aspects are equally crucial for comprehending the new CFSP. In the external interpretation of the term, resilience exclusively refers to security-relevant challenges and the ability to withstand attacks, shocks and challenges from the outside. Where resilience is interpreted as internal, it refers mostly to legal challenges or legislative acts in nature. In this context, all counter-actions against the EU’s legislation and practice to be adopted by Member States are threats to Europe. They include all breaches of European law by member states or other legal entities as well as explicit attacks (Bendiek 2017: 14–15).

			Resilience is a feature of complex and democratic social systems. Resilience is the act of an entity in response to internal or external strategic shocks, it means deliberate and structured changes, slight modification, or complete transformation of the entity to preserve itself. Resilience-as-quality means that the entity is aware of its external environment, can self-(re)organise its components, and enhance their performance by using its inherent strength. For adaptive governance based on resilience as self-organisation, there is a need to shift from viewing resilience solely as a quality of a system to recognising it as an analytical framework for governance that encompasses complexity in its entirety (Korosteleva 2020: 252). Resilience-as-thinking allows a more adaptable approach to governance by emphasising self-governance at the local and individual levels. It vests local authorities and civil initiatives with capabilities to adjust and gain knowledge internally to sustain their essential activities in the face of strategic challenges. Resilience as-quality and as-thinking is an attribute of a complex social system, in which large networks cooperate with no central control and with a simple modus operandi. This results in complex collective behaviour, advanced information processing, and adaptation through learning or evolution. A resilient state and society can change, reform and transform because resilience is a dynamic concept. From this perspective, a resilient society is democratic, based on institutional confidence and sustainable development (Tocci 2019: 6; Bendiek 2017: 14). According to the EU’s stance, the resilience of the EaP nations can only be enhanced by a certain level of adoption of the EU’s standards. At the same time, it is a contradiction again, since the resilience complexity theory fundamentally challenged the theory of liberal peacebuilding policy, as it emphasised localism, bottom-up spontaneous self-organisation and the empowerment of local actors, instead of prescribing top-down universal solutions (Natorski 2023: 1088–1090). This means that directing policies towards building resilience remained an idealistic aspiration, rather than a tangible reality because resilience, just like democracy, may be supported, but not artificially created (Korosteleva 2020: 245).

			Increased security, or/and extended activity? The current focus is on realism in spreading European values called principled pragmatism (referred to as such in the EU Global Strategy) (Bendiek 2017: 13). Principled pragmatism, considered by some academics as almost an oxymoron, shows that the understanding of resilience is somewhat still ambiguous: some argue that resilience increases stability and security, while others refer to resilience as providing increased bottom-up agency through a humanitarian perspective. The EU has adopted both interpretations of resilience as a means to promote stability and order (interest) and at the same time, it aims to uphold the humanitarian and norms-based agenda (values) that forms the basis of its normative power paradigm (Natorski 2023: 1076). The duplex approach resulted in a lack of substantial measurable effects for resilience. Thus, EU resilience is sometimes described as defensive and is considered only as an effective tool for security governance, which helps create buffer zones that prevent dangers from reaching Europe by ensuring that neighbouring countries are robust to those threats. According to other opinions, EU resilience is an extension of neoliberal governance to redefining its influence through externally developed practices (Korosteleva 2020: 243). Either way, the EU disregarded the preferences of partner countries, whenever these preferences differed from its perspective. This aggressive, top-down, norm-based approach in resilience-building neglected any substantial political discourses and subsequent consensus-building, ultimately excluding the local ownership. The role of the local was simply to agree and implement the externally developed policy templates (Petrova–Delcour 2020: 354).

			Resilience and EU strategic autonomy

			The EU utilised the concept of resilience years before the introduction of the EU’s Global Strategy of 2016. The then narrowly interpreted concept grew in its scope and meaning over time, but it remained still enigmatic and flexible to provide a universal tool for EU foreign policy. It was therefore not evident how the concept of resilience can be an asset to promote strategic autonomy.

			At first, resilience was considered the main theme of the EU’s foreign policy before strategic autonomy (Wagner–Anholt 2016; Molnár 2024). Some even write about a resilience turn, claiming it to be the EU’s key idea to deal with both internal and external challenges (Nitoiu–Simionov 2023: 1074–1076). This approach was contested by academia over time, claiming that with the new High Representative/Vice President (HR/VP) taking office in 2019, the EU’s foreign policy goals changed, and a realist turn occurred gradually in the previously more liberal approach as HR/VP Borrell continued to focus on strengthening resilience, but the return of geopolitical tensions called for a pragmatic and realist approach (Bargués 2021: 6–8). This idea was supported by HR/VP Borrell’s rhetoric, in which he argued for the primacy of strategic autonomy (Borrell 2020a; 2020b; 2020c). The shift is striking, since resilience was the product of the EU’s liberal, value-based approach (Wagner–Anholt 2016: 415), while strategic autonomy is the result of the forced implementation of interest-based geopolitical approach (Varma 2024: 69). The EU’s pragmatic approach is clear from both perspectives, it just needs a clarification what is the state of play in 2024. As Biscop argued, the EUGS is the revival of “Realpolitik with European characteristics” (Biscop 2019: 30), which means that the EU will not pursue idealistic non-achievable goals, or follow power politics (Biscop 2019: 30–33; Tocci 2020: 179). The middle ground between these is principled pragmatism, an idea also introduced by the EUGS, which translates to lowering aims, but defending values. The EU realised that it cannot build democracy is some states with which it must cooperate on various issues in defence of the community’s values, like countering terrorism (Biscop 2016: 2–3).

			

			The return of an EU-style Realpolitik in the EUGS is also important in the sense that it reintroduced a geopolitical approach to European strategic thinking (Biscop 2019: 32–33), which is in line with the community’s characteristics as a security community (Molnár–Tánczos 2024: 93–99), and regional security complex theory (Buzan 2003: 141; Kelly 2007: 200–209). The reintroduction was necessary, as geopolitical tensions were gradually growing, and if the EU wanted to live up to its self-made image as a security provider, it needed to give adequate answers to the changing security situation in its immediate neighbourhood. The idea looks similar to that in the European Security Strategy of 2003, and in the EUGS, too, the community aims to address its immediate neighbours, the ring of friends, the destabilisation of which circle would have an impact on the European Community’s vital interests (Biscop 2019: 33). This time, the EU aimed to utilise principled pragmatism, an approach between idealism and power politics (Biscop 2019: 32), to build resilience in its surrounding regions to prevent their potential further destabilisation.

			In this light it is not a surprise that the EUGS mentions the terms resilient and resilience 41 times in different contexts throughout the text (European External Action Service 2016). It is also clear from the document that the emphasis is on the external nexus, as expected, since resilience was intended as a foreign policy tool (Tocci 2017: 70–71; Novák-Varró 2021: 36–37). Aside from the goal of creating resilient countries in the EU’s neighbourhood, the community aims for a wider geographical scope by including migration origin and transit countries, too, under the same umbrella. The EU’s peace policy, particularly long-term peacebuilding also includes resilience as an important element to build (European External Action Service 2016: 50–51). The concept in this sense offers a “middle ground between over-ambitious liberal peacebuilding and the under-ambitious objective of stability” (Wagner–Anholt 2016: 415). Resilience was not chosen to replace the EU’s liberal peace goals, and its stance as a normative power, but to achieve these aims in reality (Tocci 2020: 180). Thus, resilience was set to be applied to desertification, food scarcity, the fight against terrorism, the protection of human rights, migration, infrastructure, education and many more (Biscop 2019: 33). This created the concern that the new concept introduced in the EUGS will justify all EU actions, regardless of their nature (Ulgen 2016: 46). The ambiguity remained when the EU introduced its Strategic Compass (Compass) in 2022, for neither the EUGS nor the Compass described how the concept of resilience should be operationalised. It remained a prominent element of the European strategic documents, since the Compass mentions the term 51 times. This document is more inward looking than the EUGS: it includes more aspects of the internal nexus of resilience, listing the EU’s resilience against cyber and hybrid threats and the resilience of the European defence industry and technology as important factors (European External Action Service 2022).

			Despite its intensive use in EU documents, the enthusiasm for the rather ambiguous term, resilience, started to fade when the geopolitical approach of the EUGS was reinforced by the outbreak of the Russo–Ukrainian war in 2022. The turn occurred even before that, when the new HR/VP, Josep Borrell, who replaced Federica Mogherini in 2019, took office. HR/VP Borrell emphasised the geopolitical approach even more, stating that the EU has to learn to speak the language of power in its foreign policy (Borrell 2020a), and claiming that the EU’s strategic theatre is more and more contested (Borrell 2021). The vision of a more assertive EU amidst the changing world order caused a change in the priorities of the EUGS. HR / VP Borrell emphasised more strategic autonomy over the vague concept of resilience, which provided the EU’s foreign policy with constructive ambiguity (Bargués 2021: 6). Notwithstanding the constructiveness of the concept of resilience, the EU needs to achieve its strategic autonomy to obtain the freedom of action and safeguard its values and interests (Biscop 2020: 1015–1020).

			With the strengthening great power rivalry, the strategic turn towards Realpolitik, and with that to a more geopolitical approach, the formulation of European strategic autonomy became a priority. To ensure that the EU can act alone, internal resilience became important. As Covid-19 showed the interconnectedness of the supply chains (Biscop 2020: 1017), resilience is needed to supply the EU with the ability to recuperate fast in strategic fields in case of an external shock.

			Resilience 
in the internal–external nexus

			The role of resilience in connection with strategic autonomy changed over time. Both internal and external resilience are needed to achieve strategic autonomy. The EU’s internal resilience ensures its ability to act, while external resilience building strengthens the community’s sense of security, in parallel with achieving its interests, especially in its neighbourhood. Specifically, European strategic autonomy lies in a stronger European defence industry and a greater independence from external actors in defining the EU’s external priorities (Miró 2023: 317). Thus, resilience in both the internal and external nexus is important to comprehend how these areas contribute to achieving strategic autonomy.

			

			A resilient European defence industry

			The aim for a resilient European defence industry was not articulated explicitly in the EUGS. Instead, the strategy claimed that “a sustainable, innovative and competitive European defence industry is essential for Europe’s strategic autonomy and for a credible CSDP” (European External Action Service 2016: 46). The strategy therefore called for a strong European defence industry, but progress in this area has been slow. As a step to advance the EU’s objective, in 2017 Member States intensified their efforts in utilising the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), and the European Defence Fund (EDF) was created to meet European demands on a more effective defence capacity (Miró 2023: 328). Despite the willingness to strengthen the European defence industry, the area got its own Directorate-General only in 2019 (Gotkowska 2019). The creation of the position of Directorate-General for Defence Industry and Space (DG DEFIS) was in line with the EU’s aims to build a “solid European defence industry” (European External Action Service 2016: 11).

			The Strategic Compass showcases a continued EU interest in boosting the European defence industry, which theme was strongly motivated by the events preceding the release of the document. The war in Ukraine raised two concerns regarding European defence industry at the birth of the Compass. In 2022 competitiveness and funding were found to be the most vital elements in engaging with defence industry (European External Action Service 2022: 46–50). Two years later, the annual review of the Compass announced the creation of a European Defence Industrial Strategy, which called to strengthen the defence industry’s competitiveness and resilience. According to the review, securing the supply chains is one of the major contributors towards a more resilient European defence industry (European External Action Service 2024: 8–30).

			Resilience in the European Defence Industrial Strategy is written in the language of the security community, which understands the concept through a solely security lens. This can be illustrated by the following examples: understanding resilience in the context of Member State defence spending (European Commission 2024: 10), or stating that resilience must be commensurate with the threat level (European Commission 2024: 14). This shows that the security community does not shy away from utilising the concept after the realist turn in EU policy, which subordinates resilience to strategic autonomy. The strategy itself calls for a speedy adaptation in the sector to the increasing global threats and to the return of conventional war into Europe (European Commission 2024: 2). This is the first call for resilience in the strategy, in the sense as Nathalie Tocci described the concept as one to call for not only a “baseline functioning”, but also for adaptation (Tocci 2020: 181). The document also claims the European defence technological and industrial base (EDTIB) as the main driving force of a resilient Europe (European Commission 2024: 2), which statement correlates with the EDTIB’s involvement in multiple policy areas: it is important from both the perspective of security and economy. The EU identified the cross-border supply chains of the EDTIB as a vulnerability in the strategic field (European Commission 2024: 5), and as such, its resilience is important to enable EU action in crisis scenarios.

			A whole chapter of the strategy, entitled “Achieving readiness and resilience through partnerships” is dedicated to discuss the resilience of the European defence industry (European Commission 2024: 28). This motif appeared first in the EUGS, where the EU sought for a closer relationship across the Atlantic to strengthen its own resilience (European External Action Service 2016: 36). The European Defence Industrial Strategy lists three tiers of partners to consider in order to “achieve resilience”, Ukraine, NATO and other international partners (European Commission 2024: 30). Achieving resilience through partnership seemingly translates to the interdisciplinary meaning of the concept, including adaptation. However, the wording of the text strongly signals that primarily the EU’s security is understood behind it. Since the text is closely related to European defence, it is logical that the concept is viewed exclusively through a security lens.

			Conclusively, resilience in the context of the European defence industry mostly bears security connotations, while it also appears to be accommodating the idea of adaptation as well. In EU strategic documents regarding defence industry, resilience is understood as the security of the community, as suggested by the security community’s understanding of the concept as state resistance (Tocci 2020: 1–2). Following the footsteps of the EUGS and the Strategic Compass, the European Defence Industrial Strategy of 2024 also does not define what it understands by the term of resilience.

			Resilience in the neighbourhood

			Is it possible to externally design resilience, as believed in the policy world, and if not, how can resilience be built in practice? The EU’s answer to this question was clearly to transfer the responsibility to the EaP nations, therefore significantly enhancing EaP ownership, thus the current rhetoric portrays the neighbouring states as being responsible for developing their own resilience and effectively addressing frozen conflicts or managing geopolitical constraints. EU support for the development of resilience means the facilitation of an all-inclusive political review process that encourages open discussion, especially: a tailored cooperation agenda, recognition of differentiation to enhancing resilience; wide societal engagement at all stages of policy-making in addition to the state level; a wide and demand-driven scope of resilience, including resilience of state, society, institutions and policies (Petrova–Delcour 2020: 353). The EU’s CSDP resilience definition puts emphasis on the ability of functioning in case of a crisis (IATE s. a.).

			European security depends on the cooperation between EU and NATO. Under a framework, the Berlin Plus Agreement, the EU is authorised to draw on NATO assets and capabilities for its military operations. The close cooperation of the two organisations is common interest. The effective defence of the EU’s territory relies on close cooperation between the EU and NATO. The establishment of the EU defence union was a specific request from NATO, thus all actions in foreign, security and defence policy automatically enhance NATO or at the very least complement its capabilities. 6  The collaboration has seven fields of action: defence against hybrid threats, early warning and situational awareness, parallel operations in identical areas, cybersecurity and cyber defence, interoperable capabilities, defence industry and research as well as exercises to reinforce the resilience of the EU and NATO partners (Bendiek 2017: 19).

			The Instrument Contributing to Stability and Peace (IcSP) 7  was the most immediate and targeted initiative in addressing the crisis in Ukraine by the European Commission, with the objective of mitigating its consequences. Nevertheless, only three decisions (regarding civilian protection, de-mining and socio-economic data in the Azov Sea region) explicitly mentioned resilience in their titles, and only two decisions (concerning community-led peacebuilding and the reintegration of veterans; and countering disinformation) incorporated resilience into their general objectives. The lack of consideration of resilience thinking is due to the planning process for these projects as it does not contain the complexity features that underlie resilience thinking. However, the EU utilised additional resources in Ukraine through the European Neighbourhood Instrument and its successor the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation instrument – Global Europe, managed by the European Council, to assist in implementing policy reforms. The 2015 revision of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) was seen as a setback however, since its priority shifted from democratisation to stabilisation (to build a resilient neighbourhood) (Dekanozishvili 2020: 300). The targeted local level actors were too weak to sustain a bottom-up integration, and in the short term it failed the target countries in essence (Lavenex 2017: 67). The purpose of these projects was to facilitate the fulfilment of obligations outlined in the EU–Ukraine Association Agreement, which signals the inherent misconceptualisation of the ENP as the direct continuation of the EU’s Enlargement Policy (Kelley 2006: 30), rather than directly addressing the immediate needs of Ukraine and the consequences of the war. However, it was acknowledged that resilience necessitates a comprehensive strategy, highlighting the need of localism, bottom-up initiatives, spontaneous self-organisation, and the empowering of local actors, rather than imposing top-down universal answers. The failure of EU interventions can be attributed to the absence of this complexity in the dominant project management practices. The established EU institutional frameworks for project planning and implementation prescribe a sequential and hierarchical approach to post-conflict actions. Given this limited presence of resilience-as-thinking in the practices, there was a minimal opportunity in Ukraine to improve positive feedback loops and utilise authentic local knowledge and self-organisation. The only positive example remained the EU4ResilientRegions program, which focused on the Eastern and Southern parts of Ukraine to enhance their overall resilience and promote local peacebuilding efforts (Natorski 2023: 1087–1099).

			The confidence in EU values, namely that resilience can only be built up by applying Western standards resulted in limited local ownership in Ukraine. Therefore, the EU’s efforts could be seen as a type of neoliberal governance, to promote effective governance at the state level rather than empower local communities (Petrova–Delcour 2020: 354). Instead of assisting in decentralising and empowering local communities to address their own needs, EU resilience projects sponsored establishing institutions that would be standard in “normal” democracies, such as professional police, judges, doctors, administrators and a dependable and regulated army. This also included promoting state-level economic development and enhancing capabilities for early warning and risk assessment. Whereas the Russo–Ukrainian war illustrated the power of local communities, and their ability to resist a violent military invasion through the local self-organisation. The natural resilience of the Ukrainian nation has allowed the continuation of essential social services and the establishment of territorial defence. The local authorities and bottom-up civil society entities (informal leaders, influencers) reinforced the general resilience of Ukraine’s overall ability to resist the Russian army and gave the central government more resources to maintain the functioning of the state. It is highly likely that the EU’s initiatives before the war significantly contributed to Ukraine’s societal preparation. For example, several EU projects supported the integration of internally displaced following the occupation of Crimea and the Donbass rebellion. These efforts reinforced the local capacity to manage the displacement of more than 8 million Ukrainian citizens, thus avoiding a major humanitarian catastrophe. The lesson has to be learned, local actors may be more knowledgeable in relation to the activities to be pursued and have enhanced capacity to organise their activities. Local communities are supposed to be involved directly in the intervention activities (Natorski 2023: 1098). It was ascertained that the local communities must identify their own priorities and futures, and the resources they may need to achieve them. External assistance should be sought, of course, when necessary. Enabling local communities to take control of their own future is an appealing idea, as it provides an opportunity to expand the EU’s influence and, more importantly, to establish a stronger connection with local entities to maintain sustainable government (Korosteleva 2020: 243–248).

			The EU’s illusion of solving the internal problems of the EaP countries (e.g. lack of reserve capacity, dysfunctional institutions, stagnant markets) by engineering intervention from outside has led to the risk of losing the powerful ability of resilience as a form of self-governance. Instead, EaP countries’ resilience is becoming trapped in a cycle of relying on EU intervention and focusing solely on maintaining security (Korosteleva 2020: 243–244). The planning and implementation of Ukrainian IcSP projects followed a standardised process codified in the Foreign Policy Instruments (FPI) Manual. This organisational handbook specifies predefined, stereotyped procedures and templates for planning projects, and the detailed methodology follows a technocratic, linear, bureaucratic and centralised management approach. There was a top-down approach and there was neither place for consultation with local authorities, nor request for feedback. 8  The standardised approach does not include localisation and self-organisation empowerment as part of the organisational methodology. The project implementation practices adhered to the initial design, and they were never transferred to local control (local ownership). The example above demonstrates that resilience is portrayed as the protection of the stability of states during times of crisis, rather than a way to empower local communities impacted by destabilising violence and threats, thus remaining a rhetorical device rather than novel approach (Natorski 2023: 1091).

			Since 2015, the European concern about migration has overshadowed many policy areas. While significant security threats such as climate change and the erosion of the nuclear arms control regime have been extensively discussed by experts, the issue of migration has consistently been a top priority for many EU governments, as well as the Council of Ministers and European Council. The European approach to Libya has been significantly impacted by an excessive focus on migration. While the EU proudly emphasised that two significantly different “resilience-related” goals, namely, the control of migration and establishing an effective government in Libya are reconcilable, the contradictions between these two “resilience-related” goals became obvious. The EU assisted local authorities and militias to control migration, but this containment approach worked against the goal of building a resilient Libyan state, as it weakened the central government (Tocci 2019: 9).

			Conclusions and future perspectives

			The concept of resilience in EU policy emerged as a result of external pressures and is primarily an acknowledgement of geopolitical constraints and realist thinking (Tocci 2020: 178). The previous paradigm (influence through the transmission of EU values) seems to have been profoundly changed by the new concept, from a liberal value-based tool to the instrument to implement a realist idea: European strategic autonomy. It offers a realistic middle ground between over-ambitious and under-ambitious perspectives, providing the geometrical centre between peacebuilding and promoting stability. Resilience was chosen to be included in the EUGS for multiple reasons. The concept is utilised by different policy communities, which was resonating well with the aim that the strategy is global in scope and has all the EU’s policy areas, tools and instruments at its disposal (Tocci 2020: 178). The versatility of the concept ensures its applicability in all policy domains throughout the internal and the external nexus of the EU’s foreign policy. The revival of geopolitics in the European strategic thinking also needed a new concept to rely on, to find the middle ground between unfulfillable aims, such as building democracies, and unprincipled power politics (Biscop 2019: 32). The ambiguity of the term is also intended, as it answers the complexity of the global environment (Tocci 2020: 181). In spite of the wide utilisation of the term resilience in EU documents, it was never operationalised by either strategic document (EUGS, Strategic Compass).

			Resilience is intertwined with principled pragmatism and the idea of strategic autonomy. First, resilience was included in the EU’s strategic thinking in support of its liberal self-image. Then the gradually growing geopolitical tensions turned it into a tool to find the EU’s own path towards a realist turn through principled pragmatism. In this sense, resilience provides the EU with a concept to remain true to its original, value-based liberal foreign policy approach, but also utilise elements suiting the harsh reality of revived geopolitical rivalry. It can also be utilised both in the internal and the external nexus of the European policy landscape, exploiting the enigmatic nature of the concept. The concept appeared in European strategic thinking when the geopolitical approach was introduced in it, but it was never elaborated in either of the strategic document. It is suggested that a resilience turn occurred with the revival of Realpolitik in Europe. However, the concept was the main theme of the EUGS, and it slowly became an asset to achieve European strategic autonomy.

			The geopolitical turn, and the EU’s new-found realist approach in strategic thinking was induced by the heightened great power rivalry, and the return of war in Europe. The more contested European strategic theatre includes multiple policy areas, such as industry, digital, competition and Common Security and Defence Policy, where multiple external actors are challenging the EU. The incumbent HR/VP Josep Borrell realised quickly that resilience is not the leitmotif, but the instrument of EU strategy to achieve strategic autonomy in the growing global disorder.

			Resilience became and remained an important aspect of the European strategic thinking. Its internal and external utilisation includes the European defence industry, which can be considered one of the principal elements to achieve strategic autonomy. In this policy field, based on the strategic documents, resilience is interpreted as state resistance, and viewed solely through a security lens, which is obvious from the wording of relevant documents. While, in the external nexus, the most discussed and researched policy area which considers resilience is the European Neighbourhood Policy, which includes the EU’s immediate surroundings. Both areas underline that the EU accepted the reality that surrounds it and put the concept of resilience into work to achieve strategic autonomy.

			Nevertheless, the terminology is far from clear in its interpretation for the various policy sectors and close allies. If resilience means state stability, it requires a top-down approach, but if it is a means strengthening local communities and building resilience, it requires a bottom-up approach at project management. If this is a concept that can only be used in military conflicts, as NATO thinks, then much more precise and measurable outcomes need to be attributed to it for building and evaluating resilience. If resilience is inward-looking, it is primarily about internal EU cohesion vis-à-vis rebellious Member States, if it is outward-looking, it is only about meeting security challenges and leaving the responsibility for implementation to neighbouring states (externalisation). If resilience is a category of thinking, an analytic framework of governance, then it implies a non-linear, complex way of thinking about the self-organising and survival capacity of local communities; if it is seen only as a quality of the state, it is seen as capability of awareness of the external environment, and ability for self-(re)organisation.
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The Policy Areas of Strategic Autonomy and European Sovereignty
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			The Role of the Space Segment in European Strategic Autonomy

			The changing role of space in European strategic thinking

			European countries, like the European Union as an organisation, are aware of the growing importance of space. They follow closely the space activities of the most important space powers, the United States, China and Russia, but they also try to draw the right lessons from the space activities of other states. The aim is to strengthen the European space sector and, as a result of a specific cooperation, to raise the pan-European presence to a level that puts the old continent on a par with the three major space powers, the United States, China and Russia. In his presentation on 13 October 2022, Kai-Uwe Schrogl an ESA Special Adviser for Political Affairs and President of the International Institute of Space Law stated that, taking into account capacities and autonomy, Europe is currently a spacefaring actor, but not a real space power. They want to reach the above-mentioned goal by 2035, by solving Europe’s problems. This would require an increase in the budget to €16.5 billion per year, reaching a third of NASA’s budget by 2025 (Schrogl 2022).

			European states have changed their space activities to a large extent, security issues became more important, and the need to strengthen their own space industry has also grown. The European Space Agency (ESA), which is not a body of the European Union, has refrained from strictly military programmes, but has proved to be an excellent partner in other security projects and is successfully developing its own programmes. On 12 May 2021, the European Union Agency for the Space Programme (EUSPA) was set up to coordinate the large-scale programmes already under way (e.g. Galileo, Copernicus, etc.), to develop the sector and to promote innovation [Regulation (EU) No 2021/696 of the European Parliament and of the Council].

			The importance of space is slightly different for each space actor, depending on their capabilities and goals. As Europe is a unique group of nation states and organisations, space has some specific characteristics for Europe. As Michael Sheehan a Professor of International Relations and space policy expert noted back in 2011, an overall European strategy cannot do without space, which is a physical domain where the actions of other actors have an impact on European interests. Space is also one of the global commons to which free access is necessary. The term ‘commons’ is not a coincidence, since space is also a resource and different space actors derive benefit from its use. This use has not only economic but also military and security benefits. There are two factors that are specifically European: the ‘federative environment’ of space and the ‘field of ethical activity’. The former implies that the specific physical and economic rules of space activities and the scale of the investment required promote cooperation and closer European integration. The latter means that Europe has the opportunity to shape its own space activities on the basis of its own moral principles and to influence issues such as space weaponisation. In Sheehan’s view, the European interest and position of principle would be to minimise or limit space weaponisation (Sheehan 2011: 41–54). But this seems to be changing recently, mainly because of Member States like France.

			In addition, Europe is also in the process of emphasising the defence aspects of space, which is also reflected in the changing institutional framework. The creation of the EUSPA is also a result of this, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to reconcile the supposedly peaceful activities of the ESA with the real exploitation of dual-use capabilities, such as the Galileo navigation satellite system, which is also used by the armed forces of the Member States. In the years to come, there will be intense negotiation and redefinition of which organisation will have which responsibility, area of activity and, above all, operational principles (Klimburg-Witjes 2021: 526–546). Two other defining characteristics of the European space strategy are the lack of central governance of the institutions (e.g. ESA is not under governmental control like NASA) and the diverging interests of the Member States (Vogl 2021: 255–264).

			EU space policies

			EU civil space strategy

			The competences of the European Union are set out in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), which provides that the Union shall develop an autonomous space policy to promote scientific and technological progress, industrial competitiveness and the implementation of EU policies. To this end, it may support joint initiatives, promote research and technological development, and coordinate efforts in space exploration and exploitation (Consolidated version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, OJ C 326/47, Article 189). However, the TFEU excludes the possibility of the Union harmonising the legislation of the Member States, i.e. creating a single set of rules for European space activities. The consequence of the latter is that Member States present a very heterogeneous picture of their internal legal systems (Bartóki-Gönczy 2020: 93–114).

			The EU Space Strategy is published by regulation every seven years. It includes the cornerstones of the EU space policy and its most important budgetary figures. The third seven-year cycle (2021–2027) of the EU space policy is laid down in Regulation (EU) 2021/696 of the European Parliament and of the Council (EU Regulation 2021/696). The strategy is based on four pillars: the Copernicus programme, the Galileo programme, the EGNOS programme and the Space Situational Awareness (SSA) programme.

			The Strategic Compass 
and the Security and Defence Space Strategy

			In his foreword to the Strategic Compass for Security and Defence, published on 21 March 2022, Josep Borrell Fontelles, High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, speaks of Europe’s geopolitical awakening. The document emphasises the changing security environment, including the situation in Ukraine, although this is only really highlighted in the preface, as most of the document was written before the outbreak of the war between Russia and Ukraine. Compared with the EU’s 2003 European Security Strategy and the 2016 Global Strategy, this document sets out a concrete course of action with a specific deadline. For the European community to actually achieve this, the growing Russian threat has given a rather serious boost. The Strategic Compass also identifies some classic areas for improvement, such as faster and more effective decision-making or the development of command and control systems. It also includes elements such as the creation of an EU Rapid Deployment Capacity of 5,000 troops and the strengthening of intelligence and cyber capabilities. The document gives space the same priority as the high seas, airspace and cyberspace. All of these are areas where the rivalry between states is more pronounced. In case of space, safe, guaranteed and autonomous space access capability is of great importance, as is the global and secure communication network that has been lacking until now (Council of the European Union 2022). It is questionable how far the document can solve the problem of fragmentation between Member States, misallocation of resources or duplication of development. These challenges will remain even though the U.S. has increased the number of troops stationed in Europe as a result of the Russian–Ukrainian war. Moreover, there is some speculation that this will only be temporary, as the focus will be on the Pacific (Witney 2022). It remains to be seen whether European security can be guaranteed without a significant U.S. contribution, especially in space.

			The Strategic Compass promised the development of an EU Space Strategy for Security and Defence. A Communication from the European Commission was published in March 2023, laying the foundations for an EU Space Strategy. The Communication focuses on strengthening the security of EU and Member States’ space systems, developing defence capabilities and promoting responsible and sustainable space activities. It is important to underline that space is understood in a broader sense, including all the capabilities and assets that are part of an effective space activity, such as ground infrastructure, but also elements in cyberspace. Among the most important space capabilities are Positioning, Navigation, Timing (PNT), Earth Observation (EO), Secure Communication and the aforementioned Space Situational Awareness. The importance of autonomous access to space, the protection of supply chains and the need to develop the industrial and technological base are also highlighted in the strategy. In addition to improving European capabilities, partnership is, of course, also a top priority, especially with the United States and the United Nations (European Commission 2023a). The European Commission published its proposal on “European Space Law” in April 2024.

			Other EU development programmes 
and documents

			In addition to the Strategic Compass, there are a number of smaller parallel programmes and guidance documents. Within the EU Space Programme – Space Research and Innovation, there are a number of strands that address security. Crisis response, maintaining environmental security, satellite navigation, satellite communications, earth observation, border protection all fall under this heading (European Commission 2021a). Another is the Defence Industrial and Space Directorate’s 2022 Management Plan. The document notes the close links and networking with other programmes and the need to create a comprehensive picture. In addition, several other programmes and their expected outputs and timelines are identified (European Commission 2022a). The 2016 Space Strategy for Europe (European Commission 2016a) and the European Defence Action Plan (European Commission 2016b) provided the framework and basis for the programmes presented below.

			

			Institutional background

			European Space Agency

			The European Space Agency, which is not part of the European Union, is an international organisation for the exploration and exploitation of space, created from the European Space Research Organisation (ESRO) and the European Launcher Development Organisation (ELDO), taking over their rights and obligations. Its Statute was signed by eleven states in 1975. It currently has twenty-two members, with Hungary joining the international organisation as a full member in 2015, the last to do so at the time of writing.

			ESA is based in Paris, but has major facilities in Belgium (ESEC, Redu), the Netherlands (ESTEC, Noordwijk), Germany (ESOC, Darmstadt and EAC, Cologne), Italy (ESRIN, Frascati), Spain (CEDE, Villanueva de la Canada) and the U.K. (ECSAT, Harwell). The Council is the decision-making body of ESA, with one vote by each of the Member States. As a general rule, decisions of the Council are taken by simple majority, with some exceptions of course (European Space Agency s. a.). The Council meets as necessary at representative or ministerial level at the ESA headquarters in Paris. The Council elects its President and Vice-Presidents for a two-year term, renewable once for a further one-year term. The Council defines ESA’s activities and programmes, the strategy to be followed, approves the annual work plan, the documents and rules governing the basic functioning of the organisation, the budget and decides on the admission of new Member States. The Council is assisted by committees, with four committees (Scientific Programme Committee, Administrative and Financial Committee, Industrial Policy Committee, International Relations Committee) and programme committees for the application programmes. The ESA is headed by a Director-General (Direteur Général), who is the legal representative of the ESA. The Director-General is appointed by the Council for a fixed term, usually four years, by a two-thirds majority of all Member States (Ganczer 2022: 122).

			ESA aims to develop and implement European space policy, to recommend possible space objectives for its members, to coordinate member states’ policy objectives with other national and international organisations and institutions. ESA cooperates with the European Union to develop a comprehensive European space policy, based on the Framework Agreement concluded between the two organisations on 25 November 2003, which entered into force on 28 May 2004 (Framework Agreement between the European Community and the European Space Agency, OJ L 261/64, 06.08.2004), and the provision of the Lisbon Treaty of 13 December 2007 which says “the Union shall establish appropriate relations with the European Space Agency” [Article 189(3) TFEU]. On 22 June 2021, the two organisations signed a Financial Partnership Agreement on the implementation of the new European space programme (Ganczer 2022: 123).

			EU institutions

			Within the European Commission, space related activity is supervised by the Commissioner for Defence and Space (Andrius Kubilius since 2024). Under his leadership there is the department tasked with space issues, the Directorate-General for Defence and Space Industry (DG DEFIS) lead by Timo Pesonen since 2024. The responsibilities of the DG include the development of the European space industry, the implementation of the space strategy, the preparation of legislative proposals and the development of the “key link” between defence and space policy (European Commission 2022a). Within the DG, the Space Directorate covers three areas: general space policy, satellite navigation and earth observation.

			In 2021, the new space strategy established the European Union Agency for the Space Programme as the successor to the European Union Agency for the Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS). The European Union Agency for the Space Programme is working to ensure that Europe can meet its objectives for the deployment of a global navigation satellite system and that users of satellite services can benefit from the European GNSS through the European Geostationary Navigation Overlay Service (EGNOS) and the Agency also supports the development of applications based on Galileo, EGNOS and the EU’s Earth observation programme Copernicus, and coordinates the user aspects of Governmental Satellite Communications (GovSatCom) for key EU policy objectives (European Union Agency for the Space Programme s. a.). The Agency is based in Prague.

			Hungary

			In case of Hungary, the institutional set-up of the space sector is still evolving, but some major players can already be mentioned. The Department of Space Policy and Space Activities at the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade was at the forefront of the Hungarian space activity. This department is under the State Secretary for Security Policy and Energy Security. An important position inside the ministry is the Ministerial Commissioner for Space Research, who reports directly to the Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade. On the codification side, the Department is responsible for preparing the relevant legislation and other public regulatory instruments and also provides technical advice. On the functional side, it develops and coordinates strategies and policies, prepares contracts, liaises with international organisations, represents the Hungarian Government within these organisations, and represents Hungary within ESA and the EU SPA [Official Gazette, Annex to the Hungarian Gazette, 11/2022 (IX.6.) KKM Instruction on the Organisational and Operational Rules of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 4188–4189]. The Ministry also played a major role in the development of the Hungarian space strategy adopted on 18 August 2021. The document sets out in detail the tasks, challenges and opportunities facing Hungarian space activities. The aim is to enable the Hungarian space sector to benefit more from European space activities (Hungary’s Space Strategy 2021). Hungary also started a manned space flight program called Hungarian in Orbit (HUNOR) and in March 2024 the country signed an agreement with ESA to receive different kinds of support to implement and better integrate the programme into already running projects.

			In 2024, the development of space industry gained importance as it became a task of the Minister of National Economy and responsibilities of Hungary’s space activity are split between the two ministries.

			In terms of defence and security capabilities in the broader sense, the Hungarian Defence Forces (HDF) are responsible for developing their own national capabilities. At the same time, there is a need for a Hungarian contribution to NATO and the common European capability, but the conditions must also be created to be able to use the capabilities provided by the allies. In 2021, the building of the appropriate professional staff started with a six-month training course at the University of Debrecen, which was completed by 10 people, who will be able to use their knowledge at the HDF Modernisation Institute, which was set up in 2018, where their tasks will include the development of the necessary doctrines and procedures (Szűcs 2021). One of its main tasks is to plan the usage of the orbital positions reserved for Hungary and to integrate other space capabilities into the Hungarian armed forces’ toolbox. This work has already started since 2007, when a decision was taken to make a core capability of the Hungarian Defence Forces satellite communications capable of serving multiple endpoints and handling variable data traffic. It has since become an integral part of training (Balogh et al. 2020: 289–320). Such developments will allow closer cooperation with European allies and NATO.

			In the field of education and research, opportunities will also be opened up for Hungarian professionals to contribute to the security of Hungary and Europe. One of the most recent developments is the launch of the UNISPACE three-semester professional training course in 2022, which was set up in partnership with 17 universities. Also important is the launch of a Master’s programme in space engineering at the Budapest University of Technology.

			It is also important to mention the Hungarian space companies, many of which are already able to play a significant role in international projects. The Hungarian space sector is growing and the government lays great emphasis on cooperating with industry and research organisations. The Hungarian Space Kaleidoscope contains the most important organisations and suppliers for the sector, and since 2019, when the first issue was published, the number has grown considerably. In the 2023–2024 issue more than 120 organisations belonged to the space sector with the additional list of 13 suppliers for the industry. The companies in the sector are already part or wish to be part of the international market and provide services, components and equipment for European companies. It is important to note that Hungarian companies are also involved in defence developments.

			The most important 
European space programmes

			Copernicus Programme

			The programme is the European Union’s Earth observation programme. Copernicus currently has six dedicated sets of satellites (among them, satellites known as Sentinels) and around 30 supporting satellites. The Sentinels are specifically designed to meet the needs of Copernicus services and users. Since 2014 (the launch of the first Sentinel 1A satellite) the European Union’s objective is to expand the Sentinel satellite network to a fleet of more than 20 satellites. The main users of the Copernicus services are decision-makers and public authorities, who need information to develop environmental legislation and policies, or to make critical decisions in emergencies such as natural disasters or humanitarian crises. Many services can be tailored to specific public or commercial needs, based on the data collected by Copernicus services, Sentinel satellites and supporting programmes, creating new business opportunities. The Copernicus programme is coordinated and managed by the European Commission. The development of the observation infrastructure will be carried out under the auspices of the European Space Agency for the space component and the European Environment Agency and the Member States for the local component (Copernicus s. a.).

			

			Galileo Programme

			Perhaps the most important programme of the European Union is the positioning and navigation satellite fleet programme known as Galileo. The now $250 billion market for precise positioning and navigation is critical to defence capabilities (European Commission 2022c). It is therefore a key issue for autonomy that the EU is not dependent on the systems of other powers. The system offers three services: open access for the public, market operators; protected and enhanced services for designated authorities, defence and law enforcement agencies of Member States; supporting service for search and rescue missions. The programme is overseen by EUSPA and is also managed by a dedicated department within the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Defence and Space.

			The constellation started deployment and in-orbit operations in 2011 and has been in service since 2016. Until August 2023, 28 satellites were launched. They are orbiting 23,222 km from Earth, excluding two satellites in the wrong orbit due to a failure of the Russian Soyuz launch vehicle. The so-called Walker 27/3/1 constellation, when ready, is planned to consist of 30 satellites, three of which will serve as backup satellites.

			In the context of the Galileo Programme, it is also important to mention the European Geostationary Navigation Overlay Service (EGNOS), which will improve the accuracy of Galileo services by providing three satellites in geostationary orbit (EUSPA 2022).

			European Union Government Satellite Communications Programme (EU GovSatCom)

			The European Union’s Government Satellite Communications programme is part of the EU Space Programme for the period 2021–2027. The idea was first mooted in 2014 and a phased implementation was outlined. In the first phase, the existing communication capabilities of Member States will be harmonised and further developed. Under the current set-up, funding and political support are secured until November 2025, by which time the first phase should be completed (European Defence Agency 2023). The programme aims to build a secure satellite communication system for Member States and the EU. The objectives also include European autonomy in this area, the elimination of fragmentation and the development of new capabilities. Without these, there can be no fast, secure and high-quality information transmission, and without them, there can be no proper decision-making or autonomous action. Third-party services, even assuming the maximum goodwill of the provider, do not have full transparency of security protocols, improvements may not continue in the direction of the user, the performance and timing of repairs may not be under the user’s control, and the service may be terminated more quickly than it could be replaced from other sources. Eliminating these problems increases freedom of action, so it is worth setting up a system of its own in terms of strategic autonomy. The capabilities expected from GovSatCom are grouped into three main families: detection/monitoring, crisis management and support to key infrastructures. The latter include the diplomatic network, the transport network, but also Galileo and Copernicus. The initiative currently has two predecessor programmes, one under the European Defence Agency (EDA) and the other under ESA. The Entrusted programme (GovSatCom 2022), part of the Horizon 2020 grant fund, is also linked to this initiative. The example of ESA shows that, although the organisation is involved in the implementation, budget and competence issues are a major difficulty (Klimburg-Witjes 2021).

			Space Situational Awareness Programme

			The Space Situational Awareness (SSA) or, in American terminology, Space Domain Awareness (SDA) programmes aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of the extra-planetary environment that impacts on space activities and life on Earth. Three sub-areas can be identified: Space Surveillance and Tracking (SST), Near Earth Objects (NEO) and Space Weather Observation (SWO).

			Of the three sub-programmes, SST is perhaps the most important, given that there are now more than a million pieces of tiny man-made debris orbiting the Earth, which threatens space activities and the usefulness of Earth orbit in general (Kecskés–Mihálka 2022). In addition, in February 2024 there were nearly 10,000 active satellites. Their number has increased dramatically in the last years. The aim of the programme is to enable the EU, through ground-based observatories, to predict collisions (collision avoidance, CA), to monitor the controlled and uncontrolled re-entry of space assets into the atmosphere and to monitor the generation of new space debris in Earth orbit. As the technology is dual-use, it could in principle also be used for military defence purposes. The development and integration of these capabilities, in addition to national efforts, is the task of programmes such as EU-SSA-N (see below).

			Near Earth Objects monitoring means tracking hundreds of potentially dangerous asteroids that have been in collision orbit with our planet on numerous occasions since the Earth’s existence more than four and a half billion years ago. Finally, Space Weather Observation plays a very important role, as solar storms reaching the Earth can cause very serious damage to electrical systems, so a signalling system with space-based capabilities can help us to prepare and minimise the damage.

			The Secure Connectivity or IRIS2 Programme

			The Secure Connectivity Initiative (or IRIS2) aims to catch up with Europe in secure space-based communications, an area essential for strategic autonomy. The major space powers have started to build mega constellations with public support, occupying limited frequency ranges and orbital positions. The European gap is already jeopardising the competitiveness of the economy and makes it dependent on non-European players. The aim is to build a reliable, secure and not least economical system that helps government actors to protect critical infrastructure, manage crises and provide other tools to enhance the resilience of states. In addition, the same system would provide high-speed broadband commercial communications throughout Europe. The GovSatCom system and cyber defence are also to be integrated into this system, which is expected to improve the EU’s telecommunications infrastructure and economic performance once the programme is successfully completed. According to the original plan, initial service provision would start by 2025 and full readiness with integrated quantum cryptography by 2028 (European Commission 2022b). The French Presidency of the EU can help push through the plans, as Paris has long been a supporter of the idea of European strategic autonomy. Given the orbits needed, the same system could be extended to Africa and the Arctic, further strengthening Europe’s position in these regions. The total programme would cost around €6 billion, of which €2.4 billion would be provided by the EU, with the remainder coming from private companies and Member State governments (Borrell 2022).

			Other key players in European space policy

			The European Defence Agency (EDA)

			The European Defence Agency was set up in 2004 to strengthen European defence. The legal framework of the EDA has undergone several changes and currently has three main objectives: to support the development of Member States’ and the Union’s defence capabilities; to stimulate research and development and strengthen the defence industry; to strengthen the link between European policy and the armed forces. The Agency works closely with the European Defence Fund (EDF) and other programmes. Since its creation in 2004, more than 250 R&D programmes have been launched with an estimated budget of €1 billion. The EDA’s unique organisational elements are Capability Technology Groups (CapTechs), where national experts, industry and research institutions can meet and freely interact within this forum (European Defence Agency 2022). Since the launch of the EU Global Strategy in 2016, the EDA has also been tasked with facilitating the coordination of national developments, which until then had been rather fragmented. They present annual reports on developments in this area and make recommendations for improvement (Coordinated Annual Review on Defence 2017). ESA is also willing to cooperate with the EDA, as they recognise that Europe is lagging behind in this respect and have stressed that ESA is not a civilian organisation strictly speaking, but is intended for peaceful purposes, which may include security components, and ESA is ready to fulfil these (Klimburg-Witjes 2021). The four main directions identified for the EDA in space are satellite communications, Earth observation, navigation and space situational awareness (SSA). This is reflected in the Capability Development Plan (CDP). It is worth adding that, in addition to space, the document identifies 10 other priorities reflecting the interests of the Member States (European Defence Agency 2018).

			The European Defence Fund (EDF)

			Established in 2017, the European Defence Fund aims to finance programmes that will significantly enhance Member States’ defence capabilities and ensure their future preparedness for the theatres of war. It also aims to ensure that cooperation to enhance defence capabilities is the norm in the EU. They work in partnership with other funding programmes and funds, including the EU Space Programme, and envisage that the instruments to be used could include VAT waivers, new funding schemes and a reinforcement of the EDF bonus scheme. EDF support is also foreseen in the Strategic Compass (Council of the European Union 2022). The total resources available in 2021 amount to €7.9 billion: of which some €5.3 billion are earmarked for building nationally contributing capabilities, while €2.7 billion are earmarked for research into future threats and challenges. The fund supports research and development and the creation of capabilities, but not the procurement of equipment, which is left to the Member States. Developments carried out under the Permanent Structured Cooperation (see below) can also benefit from the Fund, with 10% of the costs covered by this resource. To be eligible to apply, three different companies or institutions from at least three EU countries must apply jointly for a grant. The only exceptions to this rule are partnerships for the development of disruptive technologies (two companies from two Member States) (European Commission 2023b). In 2021, EDF launched two calls for proposals in the more specific space segment. The EDF-2021-SPACE-D-SGNS focuses on the development and enhanced protection of space and ground-based navigation technologies. Successful applicants will be involved in research, design, prototyping and testing. The EDF-2021-SPACE-D-EPW call will focus on resilient, jamming-resistant satellite communications. Successful results may also be incorporated into the GovSatCom initiative. Apart from general project umbrella terms there are specific research projects like Odin’s Eye II (space-based early warning system), SPIDER (space-based permanent intelligence and reconnaissance) or REACTS (responsive space architecture) (European Commission 2023c). The main areas for funding are research and development. Participating companies could apply for a total of €50 million for these two programmes (European Commission 2021b).

			Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO)

			Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) is an integral part of the European Union’s common security and defence policy. It involves cooperating Member States implementing projects that contribute to the security and defence of the EU. PESCO’s structure is intended to give priority to strengthening cooperation between Member States, enhancing the EU’s strategic autonomy and increasing compatibility. The results will remain in the hands of the Member States, but may also be made available to NATO or the UN (Permanent Structured Cooperation 2022). The fourth wave of the project was launched on 16 November 2021. The total number of projects was then increased to 14, with the number of space-related projects rising to four. Two previous projects have been running since 19 November 2018. The fifth wave of PESCO projects was launched in 2023, and currently the active PESCO projects for space are:

			◆The EU Radio Navigation Solution (EURAS) project aims to develop and harmonise the Positioning, Navigation, Timing (PNT) capabilities of European forces. The Galileo system and the Public Regulated Service (PRS) it will provide are the main tools to achieve this goal. France is the project leader, but Belgium, Germany, Spain, Italy and Poland are also involved.

			

			◆The European Military Space Surveillance Awareness Network (EU-SSA-N) project aims to build an autonomous, sovereign EU military space situational awareness capability. The aim is to coordinate this with existing civil space surveillance. The system will not only be able to react to man-made threats, but will also be able to detect natural threats. Italy is the coordinating state, but France, Germany and the Netherlands are also involved. The Netherlands is also a major player in space, but the other three members form the backbone of Europe’s space capabilities.

			◆The Defence of Space Assets (DoSA) project aims to increase the EU’s operational effectiveness in space by improving resilience, space manoeuvrability and training. It is coordinated by France, with the participation of Germany, Italy, Austria, Poland, Portugal and Romania.

			◆The Common Hub for Governmental Imagery (CoHGI) is aimed at the establishment of a federated system, that allows sharing of classified imagery at European level with members States and other EU entities. The coordinator is Germany accompanied by Austria, France, the Netherlands, Latvia, Luxembourg, Romania and Spain (Permanent Structured Cooperation 2024).

			At present time, Hungary is not involved in any of these projects. Of course, apart from the ones already mentioned, there are other programmes running and some of them are related to space. Typical examples are navigation, command and control, intelligence or some of the projects that can be classified under cyber capabilities.

			A brief look at the role of the European space industry

			Only a strong and highly developed European space sector can be the basis for European strategic autonomy in space. Europe’s space industry is advanced but fraught with problems. These include an open market, not necessarily favourable for European startups; exposure to large foreign companies; the brain drain that threatens Europe; the security of supply chains; limited resources; the slow and complex procurement-development cycle; and a fragmented and incomplete legal environment. There is also the lack of reusable launchers, making it difficult for European launch service providers to compete with companies such as SpaceX or BlueOrigin. It is also worth pointing out that there is no European capability for human spaceflight. In addition, with the phasing out of the Ariane 5 rocket, there is currently no European capability of launching larger satellites into space. After many years of delay, the Ariane 6 rocket did not have its first live launch until July 2024, but the test was only partially successful due to problems with the upper stage’s deorbiting process. The next launch is planned for the early months of 2025, hopefully, this time without any issues. Further investment and technological development are needed, and the geopolitical rivalry in space must be prepared for. Supply chains need to be protected and launch capacities need to be created so that European states can reach space autonomously (Policy Department for External Relations 2020). One example of this effort is the idea of the Launcher Alliance, which was proposed by the European Commission. The idea is to get European companies and contractors behind Arianespace to ensure that the next generation of Ariane 6 rockets will receive the necessary orders, thus providing the necessary resources and support for their development. This is necessary because currently European companies’ market share is shrinking and companies like SpaceX gained a significant advantage, even getting contracts from European entities. This is partly due to previous decisions, as in 2014 European designers did not move towards the reusability of rockets. Given that the European space industry is particularly exposed to international competition, in the absence of tariffs protecting SMEs and large public contracts, such an alliance could change this and signal a paradigm shift (Posaner 2022). By the end of 2023, the Launcher Alliance was supported by most countries, but as emphasised for example by Germany, in the future they intend to move away from this model and rather rely on a competition-based launcher environment. At the moment reliable access to space and funding for Ariane would be important, but until late 2024 the launcher alliance did not come into fruition; therefore, support seems to be wavering and not on a sufficient level.

			Conclusions

			The European Union has recognised that the space segment is an indispensable element for strengthening its strategic autonomy. This is demonstrated by the third civil space strategy and its key elements like the Copernicus, Galileo and SSA programmes in tandem with the first-ever space security strategy. The European Union is also active in regulatory initiatives, such as the proposals on space traffic regulation and on EU Space Law. However, it should also be noted that Europe’s major challenges lie in competitiveness and autonomous capabilities. Due to this – despite the highly advanced programs mentioned previously – Europe cannot be classified as a real space power on par with the U.S., China or Russia. The launcher crisis, and the gap between Ariane 5 and Ariane 6 combined with the issues with the Vega rockets resulted in a temporary loss of the ability to launch satellites from European soil. Even if Ariane 6 can fly on a regular basis, the launch cost and frequency of launches is expected to be way less competitive than the ones offered by competitors. Besides, Europe has no capability to transport cargo or humans to and from outer space and has no plan to develop a low Earth orbit space station, contrary to its main competitors. These are serious vulnerabilities that should be reduced in the future. Without those, real strategic autonomy is not possible.

			Another gap is also being addressed by programmes to establish secure satellite communications. This will complement existing and truly advanced PNT and Earth observation capabilities. Europe’s scientific and R&D capabilities are also among the best in the world, and, as a result, European space programmes have achieved considerable success, but unified and clear political will, similar funding as of leading space powers and securing the needed supply of highly skilled professionals still seem to be an issue for the coming years.

			Hungary makes significant efforts to strengthen the national space sector and gain more favourable positions in the global space community. Turning the space strategy to reality still has many obstacles in its way, and organisational changes still can add to these challenges until a new, more effective structure is set up. Supporting the education and domestic employment of professionals, foster economic growth and the establishment of startups, make the Hungarian astronaut program a success story, while also acquiring the necessary defence and security capabilities seems to be a multi-layered task, but at the same time worth striving for.
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			Diversification 
as the Cornerstone of the EU’s Energy Autonomy

			Introduction

			As Vaclav Smil, one of the leading thinkers about energy issues invokes

			“Energy is the only universal currency: one of its many forms must be transformed to get anything done. ‘…History acts in unpredictable ways. Events in history, however, necessarily take on a structure or organisation that must accord with their energetic components’” (Smil 2017: 1).

			Being so universal, it is not surprising that energy is a decisive element of politics on both national and international level. However, being part of the European Union’s (hereinafter EU) policies, too, for a long time it is quite a new phenomenon that energy appeared in the discourse of strategic autonomy, however, the question of energy security had already popped up periodically due to the Russian–Ukrainian gas disputes in 2006, 2009, 2014. This turn is caused by the unprecedented challenge triggered by the Russian–Ukrainian war, which brings the agenda of energy again back at the centre of attention for the decision-makers and analysts. This study argues that diversification in the field of energy is a core concept which has to be achieved in the case of energy security. Given the fact that natural gas supplies suffered the most serious damage due to the large amount of losses incurred in a relatively short period of time, the study focuses on how natural gas supplies could be diversified or replaced by other sources. At the same time, it must to be underlined that even though energy supply diversification has different ways, divided into external and internal dimensions from a European perspective – as it will be presented later – the EU has to conduct its strategy extremely carefully since some of its unique features like insufficient domestic natural gas production or lack of critical raw materials in its own soil pose a serious handicap in the attempt of diversification. There are at least two significant threats the EU needs to focus on and evade as much as possible: the recreation of a new over-dependent energy relation and the potential political backfires which may arise from inside or from third parties as a consequence of a wrongly conducted, unrealistic energy policy. These threats would be able to erode the EU’s strategic autonomy, while the EU is working on strengthening it. Finally, since the REPowerEU plan has linked the need for reduced fossil fuels and fast-forwarded clean transition, not only strategic autonomy but also the whole green transition depends on the success of energy supply diversification.
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			From strategic autonomy 
to energy supply diversification

			At the beginning, energy issues were not part of the discussions about European strategic autonomy. Regarding, for example, the often-cited St. Malo Declaration from 1998 as an important step in the history of European strategic autonomy, the concept was grounded on a military, defence-related consideration. “To this end, the Union must have the capacity for autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces, the means to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, in order to respond to international crises” (CVCE 1998).

			Since the St. Malo Declaration, it took 15 years until the explicit use of the term strategic autonomy (Damen 2022) appeared in the European Council conclusions on common security and defence policy in relation with strengthening Europe’s defence industry (European Council 2013), showing that the concept remained predominantly on the same basis during this period. Nevertheless, it had started to change from the upcoming years.

			In 2016, the EU published a document called Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy in which the linkage between energy and strategic autonomy was highlighted. As it stated: “An appropriate level of ambition and strategic autonomy is important for Europe’s ability to promote peace and security within and beyond its borders. We will therefore enhance our efforts on defence, cyber, counterterrorism, energy and strategic communications” (European External Action Service 2016: 09). Moreover, energy security also got its own sub-section in this document, as it was listed among the other priorities of the EU’s external action. According to this:

			“In line with the goals of the Energy Union, the EU will seek to diversify its energy sources, routes and suppliers, particularly in the gas domain, as well as to promote the highest nuclear safety standards in third countries. Through our energy diplomacy, we will strengthen relations worldwide with reliable energy-producing and transit countries, and support the establishment of infrastructure to allow diversified sources to reach European markets” (European External Action Service 2016: 22).

			Around 2021, the concept of strategic autonomy started to change by becoming more inclusive in term of topics and the expression open strategic autonomy started to pop up. This can be observed for example in a policy report published by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre in 2021. The document highlights different trends and emerging issues which would have a potential influence on the open strategic autonomy in the long term in five key domains: geopolitics, technology, economy, environment, society. In this document the relation of energy to environment and green transition is highly emphasised (Cagnin et al. 2021).

			In 2023, during the Spanish Presidency of the Council of the European Union, Pedro Sánchez presented a non-paper published by Spain’s National Office of Foresight and Strategy related to open strategic autonomy. The document stressed: “What we need now is a comprehensive framework that allows us to transform this OSA concept and the ongoing measures into a true future-oriented strategy for the EU” and this non-paper “presents a comprehensive, balance and forward-looking open strategic autonomy strategy to ensure the economic security of the EU and its global leadership by 2030 in four critical sectors (energy, digital technology, health and food)” (Spain’s National Office of Foresight and Strategy 2023: 22).

			As it can be seen, European strategic autonomy became a widely used expression during the years, which makes it hard to detect its relation with energy. This study tries to present one potential way for the interpretation. For ground zero, the upcoming quasi-definition can be chosen as a core concept “EU strategic autonomy refers to the capacity of the EU to act autonomously – that is, without being dependent on other countries – in strategically important policy areas” (Damen 2022: 01).

			

			The next step is to highlight the part of without being dependent from it and ask what does it mean being dependent in the field of energy? In short, energy dependency means being dependent on a given energy source and its related technology.

			If the given energy arrives predominantly from ‘outside’, like in the case of the quasi-definition, energy dependency means supply dependency as well. The extent of supply dependency depends on how highly the given actor relies on the given resource and the given supplier. The greater these values are the lower the potential to act autonomously. In the same logic but from the opposite direction, mitigating energy and supply dependency should lead to regaining/strengthening autonomy. But what could be a tool for mitigate supply dependency and at the same time to regain autonomy? This study argues that these two aims could be achieved together via the implementation of the so-called energy supply diversification. Based on the above-mentioned considerations, diversification could be achieved in two ways in two different dimensions. The first dimension is the external one. In this dimension there are two ways to mitigate supply dependency: rerouting the import of the given resource or start to import other ones.

			Regarding the internal dimension, which is the second one, there are also two sets of options. First, by increasing self-production and/or lowering demand of the given resource could mitigate supply dependency, while starting and/or boosting the use of other/new sources would result in lower resource dependency, thus, supply dependency could decrease, too.

			In the following sections this frame will be used for the EU’s energy relations in the context of the Russian–Ukrainian war. The study will focus on natural gas, which has a twofold motive. On the one hand, the natural gas situation was by far the most decisive question given, among others, its share in heating, thus threatening the very basics of human needs, while, on the other hand, replacing natural gas is in the heart of the green transition, too, and the two topics, had already been combined into one strategy by the REPowerEU plan when it was stated that “REPowerEU is about rapidly reducing our dependence on Russian fossil fuels by fast forwarding the clean transition and joining forces to achieve a more resilient energy system and a true Energy Union” (European Commission 2022a).

			External dimensions of energy supply diversification

			The external dimensions of the EU’s energy supply diversification are import centric. Whether it is the question of reshaping and changing the routes or origins of the natural gas already imported, whether creating new routes for new resources, by doing these the aim behind is to lessen the weight of a certain resource and/or supplier in the energy import mix, thus potentially mitigating supply security risks.

			Since the eruption of the war, a big reshaping could be observed in the EU’s overall natural gas import structure, while potential new energy networks like green electricity grids or hydrogen pipelines are in strategic consideration.

			External natural gas supply diversification

			The biggest change related to the external supply diversification is the restructuring of the EU’s natural gas import mix regarding especially the parallel trends of the decreasing Russian and the increasing American (U.S.) natural gas import in it.

			In 2021, Russian gas export (pipeline and LNG together) covered 45% of the EU’s total gas import while the U.S. covered only 5% by its LNG. Within 2 years this scheme had dramatically changed. In 2023, Russian export dropped to 15% of the overall import, moreover around 40% of it arrived as LNG compared to the preceding pipeline dominance (European Council 2024a), which is not surprising since two out of the four Russian natural gas pipeline routes (the Yamal and the Nord Stream 1) had already stopped by the second half of 2022. These two routes had 88 billion cubic metres (bcm) yearly transport capacity. Meanwhile, the U.S. gas export climbed up from that 5% to more than 19% by 2023 and the U.S. became the second largest provider of natural gas for the EU following Norway and its 30% overall contribution to the total gas import mix (European Council 2024a).

			What made possible this significant growth was on the one hand the so-called shale revolution in the U.S., and on the other hand the EU’s already existing and growing LNG receiving infrastructure capacity.

			Concerning the former, the shale revolution is a complex phenomenon having technological, economic, geopolitical aspects all at once. All in all, the lucky combination of these variables had made the U.S. from a net natural gas importer into the world’s biggest LNG exporter country by 2023 within less than 10 years. Meanwhile, its LNG infrastructure is still increasing and will potentially double by 2030 (Zaretskaya–Ober 2023).

			Concerning the latter, LNG facilities have also shown increasing trends within the EU’s territory as well. In 2023, the EU’s LNG import capacity had grown by 40 bcm and during 2024 more 30 bcm is expected to come on pipeline (European Council 2024b). Also, in 2023, the EU imported 120 bcm LNG. Given that the total natural gas import of the EU was around 290 bcm that year, this means that around 40% of it arrived as LNG. The largest LNG importers among the EU countries were France, Spain, the Netherlands, Belgium and Italy (European Council 2024b). Regarding especially the U.S.-origin LNG, the first three countries consecutively receive jointly about more than half of the overall U.S. import by year. In 2021, it was around 14 bcm from 21 bcm, in 2022 37 bcm from 54 bcm, in 2023 37 bcm from 61 bcm (Makarewicz-Jaller 2024).

			The measure of the U.S. LNG and the ongoing facility expansion on both sides of the Atlantic raise, however, the geopolitical question of dependency shifting. When a resource or its supplier becomes too decisive in the export share, it will always raise the question of dependency. Paying regard to this premise, the EU and its Member States have to arrange carefully their energy relations. Over reliance could lead to dependency even if the partner is generally a long-term firm ally like the U.S., which in turn may spill over to other domains of the parties’ relations. This may weaken the EU’s position on any particular subject, because the U.S. would have the chance to use the ‘energy card’ against the EU to put it under increased pressure in order to achieve its goals, or if its interests require so. What makes this situation extremely difficult and challenging is exactly the task to estimate and to detect where is the line beyond which this ‘overreliance spill-over’ scenario starts taking shape and actually becomes a relevant geopolitical hazard.

			External replacement of natural gas by new sources

			In the field of the energy resource diversification, the main aim is to change the already existing energy mix and routes for a new one. In this regard, importing electricity and/or hydrogen instead of natural gas has gained more and more attention and seems to dominate the current European discourse. Although, in their current situation, both options exist rather as strategic plans than already available options. At the same time, the two concepts are connected to each other, thanks to the particular role which both envisage to the African continent.

			Africa has already played an important role in the European energy system. While the North African region provides natural gas supply which accounted for 14% of the whole European natural gas import in 2023 (European Council 2024a), Sub-Saharan Africa provides some other crucial natural resources. For example, most of the world cobalt supply – which is a crucial element in accumulator production, thus linked to digital and green transition at the same time – is mined in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Another important element in terms of digitalisation, tantalum, which is used for capacitor production, also arrives predominantly from the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Rwanda. Meanwhile, platinum group metals (iridium, osmium, palladium, platinum, rhodium, ruthenium) which are essential elements in auto capacitor making are produced mostly in South Africa. Some Sub-Saharan countries like Angola or Nigeria also export natural gas to the global market in the form of LNG.

			At the same time, the northern part of Africa is highly abundant in solar and wind energy (International Renewable Energy Agency 2023; Global Solar Atlas 2024; Global Wind Atlas 2024), which unique features make the region an exceptional candidate for installing high scale renewable infrastructures like solar panel parks or wind farms. These facilities would allow the countries of the region to generate green electricity – electricity is said to be green, when it is produced by renewable sources like solar or wind – then directly export it or use it to produce first green hydrogen – hydrogen is considered green, when the electrolysis which is used to produce it via splitting water to oxygen and hydrogen, got its electricity from a renewable source, for example from solar or wind – and then export that one as a commodity. Hydrogen could be exported via pipelines or could be liquefied similarly to natural gas. However, the specific steps of technological implementation are different compared to natural gas, e.g. unique pipelines for transmission or lower temperature for liquefaction. The green electricity and hydrogen gain increasing attention nowadays because besides their potential role of replacing natural gas, their direct production emit no CO2; therefore, implying these technologies could contribute to achieve climate aims as well.

			The EU is willing to become a partner in both scenarios whether it is about electricity or hydrogen and enforce the relations on these two domains, as it can be inferred from multiple documents. One of these is the joint communication entitled EU External Energy Engagement in a Changing World, which states that

			“Africa is a key partner for the EU […] African countries can also contribute to the EU’s energy security, today with oil and LNG supplies, and in future through green hydrogen and renewable fuels as well as raw materials critical to the green energy transition” (European Commission 2022b).

			Another, earlier one is the EU’s 2020 hydrogen strategy, which highlighted the potential role of Africa even before the energy and the Russian–Ukrainian crisis emerged.

			“Some of the EU’s current gas suppliers and countries with a strong potential for renewables are considering opportunities to export renewable electricity or clean hydrogen to the EU. For example, Africa, due to its abundant renewables potential and in particular North Africa, due to geographic proximity, is a potential supplier of cost-competitive renewable hydrogen to the EU requiring that the deployment of renewable power generation in these countries strongly accelerates” (European Commission 2020: 19).

			Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that the EU’s current list of Projects of Common and Mutual Interest (hereinafter PCI–PMI) contains an electricity interconnection project between Sicily and Tunisia called ELMED (European Commission 2023a: 04). Meanwhile, in 2022 Team Europe proposed a continent-wide Africa−EU Green Energy Initiative (AEGEI), which “aims to increase electricity production and access to energy, promote energy efficiency, create a conducive regulatory environment for private investments and advance market integration” (European Commission 2022c).

			Even though energy relations based on renewables between Africa and the EU are generally framed as mutually benefiting, there exists another approach which is less discussed in the West arguing that this relation is founded on exploitation. One of the explicit summaries of this point of view is pointed out by Samuel Furfari former senior official at the EU’s Energy Directorate-General.

			“As for hydrogen, REPowerEU sets a target of 10 million tonnes (Mt) of renewable hydrogen production and 10 Mt of hydrogen import by 2030. Ideas are therefore being put forward to use renewable energy produced outside Europe, by producing green hydrogen in Africa, but these are proposals which push towards a new form of colonialism: ecocolonialism. How can we ethically think about producing a luxury product on a continent where not even half of the population is connected to the electricity grid? Not to mention that transport to Europe results in a considerable loss of energy. If Africans had the economic capacity to produce electricity from intermittent renewable sources (as we do with subsidies), they should use it to guarantee access to electricity for local populations rather than produce hydrogen for EU ecologists” (Furfari 2024: 109–110).

			Besides the ethical considerations highlighted by Furfari, tangible tensions against some initiatives have already occurred among the local African population. These originate from the matter of territorial disputes (Albrecht – Ladekjær Gravesen 2023) or the question of water usage (Keskes–Haytayan 2023).

			Water alone is a precious natural resource across the whole region, and green technologies are water-dependent. For example, water serves for cooling and cleaning (European Commission 2019), like it is the case at Noor I concentrated solar power plant (CSP) at the Noor Ouarzazate Solar Complex (Power Technology 2020), which is one of the biggest such facility around the globe. In case of green hydrogen production, the water itself is split into hydrogen and oxygen by renewable-generated electricity, which means that in this particular example without water there is no hydrogen either. Moreover, if renewable infrastructures are deployed to water scarcity areas, water supply has to be solved, especially if these infrastructures were to be used for green hydrogen production. Therefore, scare resource management related to water supply could be on the one hand difficult and on the other hand conflictual, taken into account that the MENA region is affected by high water stress (Al Jazeera 2023).

			One particular case which could represent the complexity of the question of renewables in the MENA region is the example of Tunisia. The country signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the EU in 2023, which contains green energy transition and emphasises renewables and hydrogen production by “speeding up the implementation of Tunisia’s ambitions for renewable energy production” and “the Parties shall endeavour to strengthen the production of renewable hydrogen […] in Tunisia, which could serve its internal market and international demand, while taking into account the need to protect its water resources”. All in all, “to explore the possibility of strengthening cooperation on supply chains for clean energy technologies and electricity generation in a mutually beneficial manner” (European Commission 2023b). At the same time, a study from 2022 highlights that energy transition has a unique connotation in Tunisia.

			“The energy transition could provide answers to the expectations of the Tunisian population who seek to assert their political and economic sovereignty […]. The Tunisian energy transition is not only a technical challenge but it is the hope of a profound societal change which could be channelled by the Tunisian authorities as a common societal objective for change, within the framework of the slowed political transition by the countless macroeconomic difficulties” (Mokrani 2022: 20).

			The potential import of green electricity and hydrogen to replace natural gas is indeed an opportunity for which the EU has high hopes in relation to Africa, particularly its northern part. However, as it was briefly highlighted in general terms and using the example of Tunisia, these ideas are at least as challenging as they are promising. The EU must therefore arrange its future energy relations with North Africa very prudently to evade any potential political backlashes originated in the accusation of green colonialism or in a badly conducted or failed cooperation based on renewable energy. This seems to be an especially important task in case of green hydrogen, since the EU laid down imposing benchmarks in the REPowerEU plan by 2030, which are openly debated, for example, being called unrealistic (Balanyá 2023).

			Internal dimensions of energy supply diversification

			The internal dimensions of the EU’s energy supply diversification are production centric. On the one hand, the EU could try to increase its own natural gas production as well as try to decrease its natural gas demand. In both cases, dependence on supplies could be reduced by decreasing overall dependence on natural gas imports. On the other hand, the EU could develop alternative energy networks to replace natural gas. In this latter case, the EU needs the related technology to be able to do so. However, related to certain green technologies, the EU lacks crucial raw material, which leads to the consequence that even internal production is heavily import reliant as it is the case with solar and wind power. Green hydrogen looks less dependent than the former examples, in return it is the less available option at the moment since the concept is being mostly in strategic phase. Besides renewables, rising interest toward nuclear energy – which could also serve as replacing natural gas in electricity generation – shows a mixed picture.

			Internal natural gas supply diversification

			Regarding the internal supply diversification, the EU has three main hypothetic options to enhance its possibilities. Increase its own natural gas production, reduce natural gas consumption and create a more integrated energy network, thus increase flexibility, therefore, efficiency.

			Regarding the internal natural gas production, the EU shows a decreasing trend. In 2021, overall gas production in the EU was 50.6 bcm (European Commission 2021: 03–04). The biggest producers were the Netherlands with 21 bcm followed by Romania with 8.9 bcm (European Commission 2021: 09). In 2022, gas production dropped by around 7% meaning that it was approximately 47 bcm in total. The main producers remained the same countries highlighted above (Eurostat 2023). According to the available gas reports in 2023, the EU produced 29.7 bcm natural gas until the end of the third quarter, which is 18% less year-on-year; still, the Netherlands goes first and Romania second (European Commission 2023c: 08).

			

			However, changes are expected in the near future and in the medium term at both major producers, which will be in opposite directions, and may also affect their positions. After consecutive earthquakes in the last decade, the Dutch Government decided to advance the closure of the Groningen field from the originally provisioned 2030 target. The field was shut down in October 2023. At the same time “after the closure, the government retained the option to activate up to five drilling sites for a temporary period in case of potential shortage or pressure for volumes in the market” (Ghilotti 2024), which actually already happened in early 2024. Before its closure during the final year of its operation, Groningen produced 2.4 bcm natural gas, which was around 1% of the total European demand volume and 10% of the Dutch one in 2022 (Bedeschi 2023).

			In the near future Romania will, however, experience the exact opposite trend. In June 2023, the final investment decision was taken in relation to develop the Neptun Deep project. According to the plans, drilling starts in 2024 and production is expected in 2027 at 8 bcm annual capacity, which is almost equal to Romania’s total 2022 production.

			Regarding the question whether the European countries would like to extend their production, one of the natural gas reports noted an important observation:

			“Even amid extreme high wholesale gas prices at the European hubs, domestic production in most of the European countries could not increase significantly, suggesting that there are technical and societal/environmental obstacles (e.g. depleted gas fields, significant resistance from the society for further gas production owing to damages in some countries, etc.) play more important role than economic profitability, which result in permanently dwindling production in the EU. Relatively long lead time to mobilise investment and develop economically viable and socially / environmentally acceptable projects in the densely populated European territory may also have contributed to the overall insignificant increase in domestic gas production” (European Commission 2022d: 07).

			In this context one may ask if neither the crises nor the higher economic profit was able to mobilise higher gas production then what would be able to do so?

			In addition to internal natural gas production, changing in demand could be an important factor, too, to alter supply security. The EU’s overall natural gas consumption, just like its production, shows a declining trend. According to the quarterly gas reports, the EU’s total gas consumption amounted to 412 bcm in 2021, 356 bcm in 2022 and 330 bcm by the end of the third quarter of 2023, representing a 10% decrease year-on-year.

			

			In early 2023, the International Energy Agency (hereinafter IEA) published an analysis and summarised the key factors that drove the record fall in the natural gas demand in 2022 (Zeniewski et al. 2023). In their analysis they identified overall 10 factors in three key sectors: power, buildings, industry. Going more into the details, several connections can be noticed that may have a decisive role in the future, as well.

			For example, one could take notice that the whole decrease was actually 85 bcm instead of 55 bcm. However, there were variables which increased gas consumption. The two notable examples are the lesser output from nuclear power and hydropower. In both cases, the missing volume was replaced mostly by more natural gas usage. These two examples highlight that technological and environmental criteria are also factors to be taken into account in the diversification of future energy supplies.

			The former was primarily the result of the French capacity drop, caused by factors including corrosion problems and routine inspections postponed due to Covid-19, which together resulted in such a significant change that a large number of reactors were shut down for a long period of time. In August 2022, at its peak, this ratio was 65%, when none of the 56 reactors were in operation. As a local consequence, France became a net electricity importer in that year, which was unprecedented since 1980 (RTE 2023).

			The latter was the consequence of a significant drought affecting mostly the southern European countries and causing troubles around hydropower production, especially in Spain and Italy (Lauro 2022). Considering that 2022 was the 6th hottest year (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 2023), and 2023 was the hottest by far (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 2024), if the trend lasts longer, serious hydropower outages can be expected in the upcoming years, too.

			In addition to the question of natural gas production and consumption, the final element which could influence the internal supply diversification is the condition of the energy systems. The more interconnected a system is, the greater its flexibility, which can improve security of supply by reducing delivery times, enabling larger quantities to be delivered and providing more potential players. This could be applicable to the gas system and the electricity grids as well. Regarding the natural gas infrastructure, some notable expansions since 2022 are the Baltic Pipe, the Greece–Bulgaria interconnector, the Poland–Slovakia interconnector and new LNG facilities in Finland, France, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands. Regarding electricity, the aforementioned current PCI list contains more than 20 electricity interconnection projects. Moreover, the EU’s Action Plan for Grids also emphasised that “an accelerated energy transition requires a shift towards a decentralised, digitalised, integrated and flexible system […]. In the next seven years, we should double our cross-border transmission infrastructure” (European Commission 2022f).

			

			One particular example representing the need for greater integration of natural gas and electricity networks is Spain. Even though the country receives a great amount of LNG and has huge renewables potential and has presented ambitious hydrogen plans, it is hardly integrated into the European gas and electricity networks, therefore the Iberian Peninsula is often referred to as an energy island (Ribó Pérez 2023).

			Internal replacement of natural gas by new sources

			For higher internal diversification of the existing energy production, three ways seem the most probable currently: more renewable energy, nuclear energy and hydrogen. 2023 was a record year regarding renewables. For the first time, more than a quarter of EU electricity (27%) was provided by wind and solar in 2023, up from 23% in 2022. “This drove renewable electricity to a record high of 44%, passing the 40% mark for the first year in the EU’s history” (Brown–Jones 2024). “Also wind generation reached a major milestone, surpassing gas for the first time” (Brown–Jones 2024).

			In case of substituting fossil fuels and accelerating Europe’s clean energy transition the REPowerEU plan envisages a massive buildout of renewable capacity. In this context, the document proposed to increase the already settled target for the share of renewables in gross final consumption from 40% to 45%. The amended Renewable Energy Directive in 2023 set out a target of 42.5% while suggesting that “beyond mandatory level, Member States should endeavour to collectively achieve an overall Union renewable energy target of 45% in line with REPowerEU” (European Parliament 2023). In this progress, solar and wind power were appointed to play a crucial role.

			In case of solar power, 320 GW of solar photovoltaic capacity should be installed by 2025 and almost 600 GW by 2030 (European Commission 2022e). The 2023 solar generation capacity was 260 GW (European Commission s. a.a).

			In case of wind power, the target is to reach over 500 GW by 2030 (European Commission 2023d), more than doubling the 2023 capacity of 221 GW (European Commission s. a.b).

			Both the Solar Energy Strategy and the European Wind Power Action Plan estimate the annually required capacity expansion to meet their target. In case of solar power, it is around 45 GW and for the wind power 37 GW. Regarding the last two year’s instalments, new solar capacities were 41 GW and 56 GW, while new wind capacities were 16 GW and 17 GW in 2022 and 2023 respectively (Brown–Jones 2024). As it can be seen, the EU assigns solar and wind powers as the backbone in its green transition strategy since the REPowerEU plan envisioned a total of 1,236 GW renewable energy generation by 2030 (European Commission 2022a). Even though this was measured by 45% share and finally 42.5 was accepted in the amended Renewable Energy Directive, so the final target is slightly less, but this does not affect the overall question, notably will the EU be able to achieve its aims? Since, as it can be noticed in terms of installed wind capacities, the EU is already behind its estimated annual projections.

			Higher internal installation rate means, on the one hand, more production of the given technology or, on the other, more import of it. Even though the EU has adequate production bases, the lack of necessary raw materials in its soil inevitably means that sooner or later import becomes a must even in case of domestic production. To underpin this statement, the supply chains of solar and wind energy infrastructures with their respective elements need to be examined.

			The Joint Research Centre (hereinafter JRC) the Commission’s science and knowledge service has published its report in 2023 providing systemic and detailed analysis of 15 key technologies which are indispensable in the green and digital transition by assessing supply chain dependencies and forecasting material demands. The study applies a universal 5-stage-long supply chain model; raw materials, processed materials, components, assemblies, super assemblies. At each stage of each technology the global production shares of countries or groups of countries are represented. Note that not every technology owns all the 5 stages as it will be seen regarding the percentages below.

			In case of solar photovoltaics, the EU’s share is stage by stage 4%–12%–11%–2% respectively. The biggest player of the sector is China, owning 45%–41%–54%–70% respectively. The 70% is more overwhelming in the light of the fact that the second biggest share belongs to the rest of Asia with 10% (Carrara et al. 2023: 62).

			In case of wind turbines, the EU’s share is stage by stage 2%–15%–24%–10%–34% respectively. The biggest player in the sector again is China, owning 42%–36%–49%–53%–52% stage by stage respectively (Carrara et al. 2023: 46).

			Even though the gap in the final stage which is related to the manufacturing of wind turbines is the lowest, it is worth mentioning that, since the previous report in 2020, “EU share in global production has decreased from 58% to 34%, while the Chinese share has increased from 23% to 52%” (Carrara et al. 2023: 47).

			Furthermore, in terms of magnet manufacturing, which is an essential element in many wind turbines, China owns more than 90% of it and conducts 63% mining of a group of elements, the so-called Rare Earth Elements (hereinafter REEs) from which some are necessary for preparing these magnets (Carrara et al. 2023: 50).

			The REEs are part of a bigger group of elements called critical raw materials (hereinafter CRMs) which are “raw materials of a high importance to the economy of the EU and whose supply is associated with a high risk” (Grohol–Veeh 2023: 44). This high risk of supply derives from the fact that the production or processing of these raw materials are geographically concentrated. The risk usually refers to a tangible transport issue or to a fear that because of the delicate relations between some of the countries and the EU, politically motivated and conducted supply disruptions could appear. Some CRMs like REEs are also considered strategic raw materials (hereinafter SRMs) as well, which in turn reflect their “importance for technologies that support the twin green and digital transition and defence and aerospace objectives” (Grohol–Veeh 2023: 46).

			According to the aforementioned data it looks like the European green transition which is profoundly built on solar and wind power is heavily dependent on China, especially in case of the former, which is, moreover, the more prominent one among those two in terms of projected capacities in the EU’s strategy. China, of course, is far from being the only example for this kind of CRMs–SRMs concentration, however, regarding its geopolitical influence, probably the most notable.

			By failing to settle the supply security issue of CRMs–SRMs, the EU would risk being the subject of Chinese dominance, which could potentially undermine not just the internal diversification efforts, but the whole course of green transition.

			Acknowledging the importance of these raw materials, the EU Commission proposed their regulation in 2023 by the so-called Critical Raw Material Act (hereinafter CRM Act) with the general objective “to improve the functioning of the internal market by establishing a framework to ensure the Union’s access to a secure and sustainable supply of critical raw materials” (European Commission 2023e). To achieve this, the regulation among others, proposes three benchmarks:

			“(1) Union extraction capacity is able to extract the ores, minerals or concentrates needed to produce at least 10% of the Union’s annual consumption of strategic raw materials, to the extent that the Union’s reserves allow for this; (2) Union processing capacity, including for all intermediate processing steps, is able to produce at least 40% of the Union’s annual consumption of strategic raw materials; (3) Union recycling capacity, including for all intermediate recycling steps, is able to produce at least 15% of the Union’s annual consumption of strategic raw materials” (European Commission 2023e).

			Besides solar and wind power, there are two other means for replacing natural gas, which are nuclear power and hydrogen. What they have in common is that both receive more and more attention nowadays and are expected to ramp up massively by the upcoming decades.

			

			Different sources have suggested that a new, more supporting narrative for nuclear energy has started to emerge recently. “For the first time since the annual climate summits commenced in 1995, the 198 signatory countries to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) officially called for accelerating the deployment of low-emission technologies including nuclear energy to help achieve deep and rapid decarbonisation, particularly in hard-to-abate sectors such as industry and through the low carbon production of hydrogen” (Donovan 2023).

			An IEA report published in 2022 suggested that

			“there are economic and technical challenges to be overcome, and not all countries will pursue nuclear energy as an option, but rising climate ambitions in many countries and today’s energy crisis offer reasons to take a fresh look at what nuclear energy can deliver […]. Since that last report, the policy landscape has shifted in ways that favour nuclear energy” (Fraser 2022).

			Pro-nuclear public opinion seemed to rise from 2021 to 2022 as well in some EU countries like Belgium, France, Germany, Italy or Spain. A particular element as a related study highlights is that the biggest increase in favour “is particularly strong in countries where anti-nuclear positions are predominant and entrenched such as Italy or Germany” (Brugidou–Bouillet 2023). The study also argues that in case of support for nuclear energy “the shift from a risk-based framework, due to the health crisis, to an economic-based framework, this time essentially linked to the war in Ukraine, is a factor” (Brugidou–Bouillet 2023).

			The latest symbolic and meaningful sign of the growing interest in nuclear power was the very first Nuclear Energy Summit held on 21 March 2024 co-hosted by Belgium and the International Atomic Energy Agency in Brussels, where more than 30 countries and the EU gathered and focused entirely on nuclear energy and presented national statements as well as participated in panel discussions dedicated to relevant aspects of the sector.

			During the summit, Ursula von der Leyen had marked four tasks in relation with the nuclear sector: “(1) invest now in climate neutrality 2050, (2) broaden your engagement with clean energy transition, (3) consider the extending of lifetimes of existing plans with full commitment to the highest level of safety and (4) innovate.” She also highlighted: “If the industry and governments can deliver on these tasks then I can see a way forward for nuclear power to make a significant contribution to a rapid safe and secure Net Zero future” (European Commission 2024).

			At the same event French President Emmanuel Macron underlined that currently our challenge is to deliver on climate change, improve our sovereignty by securing our energy and improve our competitiveness. To reconcile these elements, a relevant and consistent energy approach is needed, which is for him reliance on efficiency and innovation, renewables and nuclear energy. In order to do so he also provided his eight remarks which gravitated around these phrases: producing more capacity, financing, securing the industry’s value chain, competence, waste management, innovation, interconnection and safety (IAEA 2024).

			What Macron says is extremely relevant in at least two respects. On the one hand, nowadays there is a so-called Nuclear Alliance forming around France in which “ministers and high-level representatives agreed to work together on a road map to deepen their cooperation and trigger the involvement of the European Union in the field of nuclear energy” (Réunion des pays de l’Alliance du nucléaire 2023). On the other hand, France is the leading country in the EU in terms of nuclear energy capacity.

			Throughout the whole summit, the Small Modular Reactors (hereinafter SMRs) had come up frequently by different participants and in different situations, which implies that the concept itself within the broader topic of nuclear energy has started to gain more and more attention. It is not surprising, since the concept has the potential to revolutionise the entire sector because it could be produced and installed cheaper, faster and easier.

			Considering these factors, SMRs could serve the energy supply diversification attempts in many ways, for example by decentralising the nuclear energy system, the power grid, or contribute to the production of hydrogen. There are around 80 SMR designs and concepts worldwide, while the earliest commercialisation of the technology is expected around 2030.

			The recent change and growing prospect around nuclear energy, however, also raise some questions about the future as well, especially regarding the value chain of uranium. Since the element is the most frequently used fuel in nuclear reactors, attempts to increase significantly the nuclear capacities have therefore consequences on the uranium’s value chain as well, especially regarding its mining and enrichment. Both cited stages show some concentration similar to the CRMs, nevertheless, not on as high level as in the case of REEs.

			In terms of mining, Kazakhstan was the first producer supplying around 40% of the global natural uranium, while the second largest global producer was Canada with around 15% (World Nuclear Association 2023). Meanwhile, regarding enrichment, the main actor is Russia dominating this market segment by around 40% share in 2023 (Enerdata 2024).

			In 2022, the EU procured 17% of its natural uranium from Russia, while the figure for enriched uranium was 30%. Other significant partners for the EU were for natural uranium Kazakhstan (27%), Niger (25%) and Canada (22%). Regarding the enriched uranium, there were no other significant external partners, yet the intra-EU share was 62% (Euratom Supply Agency 2024).

			Growing interest, especially on a global scale, could result in more projects and upcoming capacity expansions. In case of the EU, around 50GW new capacity is envisioned by 2050 (Réunion des pays de l’Alliance du nucléaire 2023).

			Regarding the growing interest and the central role of uranium, Russia’s position in the sector could become more prominent. The potential consequences are hard to guess, but if demand grows significantly, maybe even faster than the supply could cope with it, interruptions along the supply chain and price increases may be expected, just like a stronger Russian influence in the sector. These potential changes could challenge the way for achieving a more profound European strategic autonomy as well.

			Finally, the last structural opportunity to diversify the internal energy sector is related to green hydrogen. This energy vector gets probably the most hype even though the distance between related existing infrastructures and future projects is the greatest also.

			In addition to its envisioned revolutionary potential as a fuel, thus replacing fossil ones in the transport sector, hydrogen could be used in the energy system as well. Regarding its inter-convertibility, it could be used either as storage or balancing in electricity networks.

			The REPowerEU plan set an overall target of 20 million tonnes of renewable hydrogen by 2030 from which 10 million tonnes should be produced domestically and the other 10 would arrive as import. To be able to produce that quantity inside, the EU needs producing capacity and transport infrastructure as well.

			Regarding infrastructure, there is already approximately 1,600 km hydrogen pipeline in Europe (Martin 2023). These pipelines “at the moment mostly deliver hydrogen from the place of production to the points where it is consumed by specific sectors (such as oil refining or petrochemical industry)” (Patonia et al. 2023: 6). According to the Clean Hydrogen Monitor 2023 published by Hydrogen Europe in 2023: “The refining and ammonia sectors together account for 81% of the total consumption of hydrogen in the EU, EFTA, and the UK” (Fonseca et al. 2023: 12).

			Regarding the upcoming transporting infrastructure, the European Hydrogen Backbone’s latest report from November 2023 “highlights a set of 40 concrete projects managed by the EHB’s TSO members, representing 31,500 kilometres of hydrogen pipelines with expected commissioning prior to 2030” (European Hydrogen Backbone 2023: 4). The already mentioned PCI–PMI list also contains hydrogen related projects from which 30 is related to hydrogen infrastructures and interconnections, 17 to electrolysers and 7 to hydrogen storages.

			In addition to the envisioned growing hydrogen transport infrastructure, the increasing demand would mean a growing need for internal production as well, for example, via growing needs for electrolysers. This scenario, similarly to the case of solar, wind and nuclear power, brings up again the question of supply chain. Thanks to being part of those 15 key technologies which were elaborated, the already cited JRC report deals with the electrolysers as well which has the duty to split water into oxygen and hydrogen. Actually, the report examines 4 types of electrolyser supply chains.

			The average production share of the EU for these 4 types stage by stage were 3%–20%–35%–50%, so a very small share of raw material combined with a quite high one related to manufacture. Here, China is once again an important player with a share of 30%–20%–10%–8%, but less dominant than in the case of renewable energy sources already examined, thanks to the greater diversity of the global market. In terms of raw materials, Africa (24%), Latin America (11%) and the rest of Asia (11%) are the main players, while in terms of components and assemblies, the U.S., Japan and the rest of Europe are the other influential players, with shares ranging from 10% to 30% (Carrara et al. 2023: 35).

			Regarding its potential usage and the EU’s market share, it would be tempting to conclude that hydrogen could play a decisive role in replacing natural gas. However, this depends largely on the extent of future use, which undoubtedly promises to be ambitious, but the current infrastructure could hardly be taken into account in this context. Furthermore, as it is intended to be a ‘green’ energy source, the future of the hydrogen sector in Europe is currently linked to the development of renewables, while only a small percent of the global and European hydrogen production currently comes from electrolysis and renewable energy sources. Most of it is produced using natural gas and a process called “steam reforming”.

			Conclusions

			The Russian–Ukrainian war had presented an unprecedented challenge to the European Union in the field of energy. As a reaction, the REPowerEU plan has emerged, which appoints the speed up of the dual strategy of abandoning Russian fossil fuels and accelerating green transition. Both the challenge and the response can be interpreted in relation to strategic autonomy, since the very essence of these concepts is to act autonomously – that is, without being dependent, thus, autonomy could be increased by reducing high energy dependence. To do so, energy supply diversification serves as a cornerstone, however, it is itself a complex issue and brings up not just solutions but new challenges, as well.

			This becomes more evident by examining the concept in more detail. As the external dimension of the energy supply diversification, which is import centric by nature, the EU could rather reshape the origins of its natural gas import mix or start to look for new resources to replace it. In the case of the former, the significantly increasing LNG import from the U.S. is probably the most noteworthy. While this could be considered a success in the short term, it may raise certain questions in the long term especially in the event of an accidental overreliance, which could pose a challenge to European strategic autonomy, given the shift in dependence from Russia to the U.S. As an alternative to natural gas import, the EU could also import electricity or hydrogen, which, according to the EU’s strategic guidelines, should come from renewable sources, mostly by solar or wind power. Africa appears to be a key potential supplier of both electricity and hydrogen in the future, thanks to its unique features in terms of abundant solar and wind energy. Even though the parties involved have already developed strategies and approaches, these opportunities raise technological and political questions, the latter of which could have repercussions for the EU.

			As an internal dimension of energy supply diversification, which is production and technology intensive, the EU could instead accelerate its own natural gas production and/or reduce its demand and/or replace it. The former involves events with various consequences, such as the closure of the Groningen gas field in the Netherlands or the envisioned production ramp-up in the future, related to Romania’s Neptun Deep project. Although this project is likely to make Romania the EU’s number one producer of natural gas, and the amount of natural gas potentially produced from 2027 onwards could be significant at local and regional level, it will be far from being a decisive factor in the overall European gas demand, which is orders of magnitude greater than this. All this is supplemented by the fact that EU countries in general do not seem to be willing to significantly increase their natural gas production, which means that internal natural gas production seems to be a limited option in terms of diversification.

			At the same time, renewables (solar, wind and green hydrogen) and nuclear energy could serve as a tool to replace natural gas. In these cases, the EU either has to import the related technology and infrastructure or create and build it out its own by itself. Nuclear energy is undergoing a reappraisal by both the public and politicians, and growing interest could lead to growing demand. In this case, Russia’s influence may also increase, as uranium is the most commonly used nuclear fuel and Russia is the world’s leading uranium enricher. However, the EU’s exposure in this area appears to be lower than for certain key renewable energy raw materials. Concerning the infrastructure related to solar power, wind power and green hydrogen production, the EU has a good foundation, but in terms of critical raw materials, it is anything but abundant, which means that these elements must be imported. Observing the value chain for these infrastructures reveals that one country, China, has a significant presence in many cases all along the supply chain and for a number of different critical raw materials. Chinese dominance is sometimes so overwhelming that one may say that the whole future of the European green transition project is currently in China’s hands. Since the green transition is a key part of energy supply diversification in both practice and in theory, this Chinese dominance could also have a strong impact on the future extent of strategic autonomy.

			As a summary, it can be said that energy supply diversification had already reached some serious success and will continue to serve as a cornerstone in the EU’s strategy related to energy issues. However, what must be emphasised is that energy supply diversification is far from being an easy fired silver bullet. Rather, it is – as it was elaborated throughout the previous chapters – a really complex multi-level, multi-sectoral, multi-temporal and multi-policy issue. The EU must therefore develop a real masterplan to balance all of these and thereby maximise its strategic autonomy in the field of energy.
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			Imre Porkoláb

			Achieving Strategic Autonomy through Defence Innovation

			Introduction

			People wonder sometimes if the effort to invent new weapons to wage war will end. Or to bring up a philosophical question from The Matrix movie: do we really need to dodge bullets? This is a relevant question, since contemporary conflicts are rapidly changing the ways we provide security and fight wars. While the ongoing conflict in Ukraine and other hot spots in the world rage on, and we see a re-emergence of state-on-state conflict, innovations in warfare seem to be ever present, contributing to strategic success in a variety of ways.

			Technology is being developed at an unprecedented pace. Quantum sensors are being designed to detect the faintest disturbances in the environment, AI applications promise to provide “god-like situational awareness”, and biotech research enables humans to make better decisions.

			According to the ancient wisdom of Sun Tzu, if we know ourselves and understand the adversary, we can win a thousand battles. But as emergent disruptive technologies (EDTs) create an increasingly interconnected environment, we must focus on ecosystems instead of the traditional adversary. Today’s most prominent strategic dilemma: providing security in the high-tech, rapidly changing VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, Ambiguous) (Bennett–Lemoine 2014) environment with a multitude of stakeholders is everything but simple.

			Providing order and security was relatively simple in the past. The Greek gods sent bolts of lightning and conjured tempests to work their will and humans have been following their example for centuries striving for situations where a clear winner was easily identified. In contemporary conflicts however, complexity creates a multitude of options, so it is more important than ever to communicate a commander’s intent with clarity and simplicity on the contemporary battlefield.

			My basic assumption in this book chapter is that the VUCA environment is the new normal, and that in the rapidly changing security environment, innovation must be part of every defence strategist’s toolkit. I believe that defence innovation, and the ability to adapt to new ways of fighting is a strategic tool. The strategic advantage lies not so much in developing new technologies, but in changing mindsets through rapid adoption, in order to enable the armed forces to achieve competitive advantage.

			To support this assumption, I examine recent trends in the EU as well as NATO, to introduce how innovation has influenced strategic thinking and enables strategic decision-makers with opportunities and unprecedented speed to win future wars, and gain lasting strategic advantage.

			EU defence innovation

			The European Union formally approved the Strategic Compass (Council of the European Union 2022), at a time when we have been experiencing a volatile and uncertain security environment and the return of state-on-state competition in Europe. The Compass gives the European Union an ambitious plan of action for strengthening the EU’s security and defence policy by 2030.

			In order to be able to act rapidly in a VUCA environment, foresight activities and a networked approach to partners are essential to establish a strong EU Rapid Deployment Capacity to tackle different types of crises. Member States have committed themselves to enhancing their defence expenditures to reduce critical military and civilian capability gaps and strengthen the European Defence Technological and Industrial Base.

			The EU Member States are increasing defence spending to match their security needs and provide further incentives for Member States to engage in collaborative capability development to operate in traditional (land, sea, air) and newly emerging (cyber and space) domains. Defence technological innovation has the potential to reduce technological and industrial dependencies. The new technologies can be tested during regular live exercises on land and at sea, and adopted in an agile manner to enhance military mobility and reinforce the EU’s civilian and military Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) missions and operations by promoting a rapid and more flexible decision-making process (European External Action Service 2023).

			The EU’s tools, such as the Capability Development Plan (CDP) set eleven priorities. The Overarching Strategic Research Agenda (OSRA) provided a systematic and clear mechanism for collaborative European Defence Research. Moreover, the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD) aims at developing a more structured way to deliver identified capabilities. The European Defence Agency (EDA) promotes, facilitates and manages Research and Technology activities in 15 technology domains (CapTechs) and acts as a facilitator among its militaries, the European Commission and EU bodies.

			

			The European Defence Fund (EDF) was launched in June 2017 with the aim to contribute to strengthening the competitiveness and innovative capacity of the EU’s defence industry and to foster defence cooperation through supporting investment in joint defence research, development of prototypes and acquisition of defence equipment and technology (European External Action Service 2023). The EDF became operational in 2021 with a budget of roughly €8 billion for 2021–2027 to cover both capability development and defence research (European Commission 2021).

			A relatively new development is a Hub for European Defence Innovation (HEDI) (European Defence Agency 2022) established by the Foreign Affairs Council in May 2021, in order to call for a reinforcement of EDA’s role in fostering defence innovation. In March 2022, in the Strategic Compass the Hub for EU Defence Innovation in EDA was also identified as a key step to boost defence technological innovation and fill strategic gaps. Josep Borrell, Head of EDA in May 2022 stated that in less than two months after the adoption of the EU’s Strategic Compass, the EU delivered on one of the Compass’s main priorities by establishing the European Defence Agency’s Defence Innovation Hub (European Defence Agency 2022).

			Three steps have been defined to fully exploit the potential of HEDI. The first step will inspire and promote innovation at the European level: the hub will focus on networking and situational awareness activities. The second step will allow the hub to be operational across all activities and services identified in the initial portfolio. This will set the hub at the heart of facilitating defence innovation across Member States and EU institutions. The third step, HEDI 2.0, is proposed as a way to reach the full potential of the hub as an EU-wide platform for cooperative design and experimentation, embedded in the EU capability development process (European Defence Agency 2022).
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					Figure 1. HEDI’s three step approach

					Source: European Defence Agency 2022

				

			

			An important part of the increased budget is set to be invested by EDA in innovation through HEDI. The Agency’s Hub for Defence Innovation provides political and societal support for defence innovation as a consequence of the war against Ukraine, facilitates defence innovation as a catalyst for the preservation of full-spectrum deployable and effective combat power against the backdrop of threats, strengthens the defence innovation ecosystem approach through rapid developments in the commercial sector, increases the impact of non-traditional defence players, and helps to stay ahead of the curve by focusing on the development of emerging and disruptive technologies.

			Overall, the European Union’s innovation framework focuses on three main pillars: identification of a systemic approach, implementation of ideas, and facilitating outreach to both traditional and non-traditional actors.
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					Figure 2. The three main pillars of the EU’s innovation framework

					Source: European Defence Agency 2022

				

			

			

			HEDI’s vision is to act as a launchpad to ensure the delivery of innovative capabilities to the EU armed forces. Its mission is to stimulate and coordinate cooperation on defence innovation among Member States while ensuring synergies with the European Commission, the European Innovation Council and NATO. The establishment of the governmental European Defence Innovation Network (EDIN) provides mutual support, shares best practices, expertise on issues to be addressed, target audiences and proposed solutions. It is a force multiplier for its participants, allowing problems and solutions to be considered within a European ecosystem. In 2023, the European Innovation Days were organised under the auspices of the Swedish Presidency.

			The more hostile security environment requires us to make a quantum leap forward and increase our capacity and willingness to act, strengthen our resilience, and invest more and better in our defence capabilities. The European Strategic Compass is to make the EU a stronger and more capable security provider, to protect its citizens, to contribute to international peace and security, and to enhance the EU’s strategic autonomy and its ability to work with partners to safeguard its values and interests. A stronger and more capable EU in defence innovation will contribute positively to global security and is complementary to NATO’s efforts. HEDI is actively collaborating with NATO innovation entities: both DIANA as well as NATO Science and Technology Organisation (STO) are strategic partners.

			

			NATO innovation

			NATO’s innovation effort is spearheaded by the Allied Command Transformation (ACT). The strategic command conducts a significant amount of analysis on strategic foresight (Porkoláb–Hőnich 2021). Two of the most important documents in this area are the Strategic Foresight Analysis (SFA), which reviews the processes that will determine the future security environment, and the Framework for Future Alliance Operations (FFAO), which provides capability development recommendations based on the SFA for a 15-year horizon.

			Both documents are part of a cyclical analytical process: the 2013 SFA report was followed by the first FFAO document in 2015, and the 2017 SFA report was followed by the second FFAO document in 2018. The latest SFA document was published just recently in 2024 (NATO Allied Command Transformation 2023).

			The previous SFA and FFAO documents are publicly available and their content is based on open source information and intensive consultation with allied experts. These documents do not have an exclusive technological focus, but they contain important findings on the likely directions and implications of future technological developments. For example, the first SFA publication (2013) already included the ACT’s view that monitoring and forecasting technological developments is a necessary task to maintain NATO’s technological advantage, and the 2017 SFA publication (NATO Headquarters Supreme Allied Commander Transformation 2013) stated that the pace of technological development is increasing and that this may be to the detriment of defence acquisition processes and interoperability between nations (NATO Headquarters Supreme Allied Commander Transformation 2017).

			The Strategic Foresight Analysis 2023 (SFA23) provides a shared understanding of the Evolving Security Environment to 2043, thus establishing the context for future thinking for all Allied nations. The renewed foresight cycle, consisting of SFA23, the Future Operating Environment 2024 (FOE24) and deployable foresight analytical capacities, will facilitate collective understanding of future scenarios within the Alliance, as well as augment individual allies’ foresight capabilities. The upcoming Future Operating Environment 2024 (FOE24) will address the military problem sets for Allied Warfare Development. FOE24 will also serve as a baseline for further conceptual and strategic thinking.

			In 2018, ACT’s Strategic Foresight Team looked at specific regions of importance to the Alliance. The purpose of these reports was to contribute to a better visualisation and understanding of the future security environment in regions relevant to NATO security. In 2020, the programme of work supported the NATO Warfighting Capstone Concept and Warfare Development Agenda development timeline. Accordingly, the development of Regional Perspectives Reports contributed to the understanding of the Allied future operating environment.

			These are all capstone documents, but it is important to look beyond NATO’s technology-focused strategic foresight for two reasons. On the one hand, strategic foresight activities in recent years have resulted in a number of comprehensive documents with a specific technological focus. On the other hand, the Alliance has been working for years to ensure that the opportunities identified in science and technology can be seized by the Allies, including organisational innovation and accelerated deployment of technologies.

			NATO documents that have specifically examined the area of science and technology using the Strategic Foresight methodology and supported NATO innovation have also been present for quite some time. The importance of innovation and technological development as a process that shapes both the present and the future was already highlighted in the final report of the Multiple Futures Project in 2009, which draws attention to the fact that the use of technology and innovation can “lead to breakthroughs” in future warfare (NATO Allied Command Transformation 2009). This document points to the need for NATO to develop a comprehensive concept on how to strengthen partnerships with industry and shorten the time between the emergence and deployment of innovative technologies (NATO Allied Command Transformation 2009).

			The Technology Trends Survey, published in February 2015, also provides useful insight for those assessing emerging technology trends. Subtitled “A Thought-Provoking Document to Support NATO’s Defence Planning Process”, the analysis groups technologies into six main categories (NATO Allied Command Transformation 2009). The elements of the list are identified by the BRINES acronym (Biotechnology, Robotics, Information Technology, Nanotechnology and Materials, Energy and Resources, Systems). Two years later, NATO’s Science and Technology Organization published the Tech Trends Report 2017, which groups 12 technologies according to whether they will reach peak disruption within the next 6 years, over a 6–20 year time horizon, or beyond 20 years. This technology outlook has also been following the time horizon used by NATO defence planners (NATO Science and Technology Board 2017).

			Another definitive and detailed document produced by NATO’s Science and Technology Organisation is the Science and Technology Trends 2020–2040, published in March 2020, which looks at a two-decade time horizon. The aim of the report was to map the potential impact of emerging and disruptive technologies on NATO’s military operations, defence capabilities and policy-making space (NATO Science and Technology Organization 2020). Since scientific and technological developments do not take place in a vacuum, the Science and Technology Trends 2020–2040 report also addresses the social, economic, organisational and protection processes and needs that form the context for technological innovation and development. The annex, which accounts for more than half of the report, takes a look at the current state of the disruptive and emerging technologies, future research directions and the implications for NATO forces.

			As a sign of the dynamic change in the processes shaping the Alliance’s security environment, NATO’s Science and Technology Organisation published a new comprehensive document, Science and Technology Trends 2023–2043, only three years after the publication of the 2020 publication. Published in spring 2023, the two-volume document is the most comprehensive analysis currently available of how technological developments over the next two decades will shape the Alliance’s security environment and, more specifically, Allied military capabilities. The paper has now expanded the list of emerging and disruptive technologies prioritised by NATO (NATO Science and Technology Organization 2023a; 2023b). The document also addresses the issue of technological convergence, as in many cases the most significant applications may arise from the fusion of different technology areas (e.g. space technologies, hypersonic capabilities and new types of materials).

			Another important milestone was the adoption in 2021 of the Coherent Implementation Strategy on Emerging and Disruptive Technologies, which aims to maintain NATO’s strategic superiority. This strategy foresees two main efforts in the area of emerging and disruptive technologies: to coordinate the development and deployment of dual-use technologies at the Alliance level and to provide a forum for coordination between Allies (NATO 2023a). This approach was reaffirmed in the new Strategic Concept 2022, which stated that technological superiority will have an increasing impact on who will prevail on the battlefield and that NATO will increase its investment in emerging and disruptive technologies to maintain the Alliance’s interoperability and military advantage (NATO 2022a).

			In the Coherent Implementation Strategy, NATO identified seven technology priority areas of strategic importance for the development of defence capabilities: artificial intelligence, data science and computing, autonomous systems, quantum technology, biotechnology and human enhancement technologies, hypersonic technologies and space technology (Porkoláb–Hőnich 2021). This list has since been expanded, with the addition of new types of materials and manufacturing technologies, energy and propulsion systems, and next-generation communication networks (NATO 2023a).

			The Alliance has also been working on the preparation of strategic documents dedicated to these technological areas. These include the adoption of the NATO Artificial Intelligence Strategy (NATO 2021), the Implementation Plan for Autonomous Systems (NATO 2022b), the Digital Transformation Implementation Strategy (NATO 2023b), and NATO’s Quantum and Biotechnology Strategies (NATO 2023a).

			It is becoming obvious that in the current defence planning cycle, the above-mentioned long-term considerations are focused on emerging and disruptive technologies and innovation, and NATO collectively believes that the Alliance could lose its technological advantage and even fall behind if it keeps these as longer-term “goals”, and therefore the application of emerging and disruptive technologies should be integrated into the short- and medium-term mandatory capability goals.

			As NATO has recognised this necessity, the Alliance is working hard to understand and keep pace with the rapidly changing VUCA environment. Part of the response is defence innovation: identifying, developing and adopting the dual-use emerging and disruptive technologies (EDTs), which can help us address the myriad of challenges we face on an everyday basis.

			However, the days in which disruptive innovations are driven by governments are over. It is now the civilian private sector that pushes the boundaries of technological feasibility. Today’s innovators consider the defence sector to be impenetrable, bureaucratic, lacking funding opportunities and without a clear commitment to novelty or pathways to the adoption of their inventions. NATO has realised that that there is a need for change, and created DIANA (the Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic). In combination with DIANA, the NATO Innovation Fund – the world’s first multi-sovereign venture capital fund – was also created to represent a radical and progressive response to this challenge.

			Staffed by experts in innovation and equipped with an agile and flexible organisational structure, DIANA works directly with leading innovators and entrepreneurs – from early-stage startups to more mature companies – helping them to test their ideas, secure grant funding and get commercial advice to help their businesses succeed.

			DIANA is already up and running, with a regional office operating in the U.K., another planned in Canada, and a hub in Estonia. DIANA also has a network of over twenty accelerator sites and more than 180 test centres in innovation clusters across the Alliance – and this network will continue to grow.
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					Figure 3. NATO DIANA network 2024 – Accelerator Sites

					Source: NATO Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic 2024
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					Figure 4. NATO DIANA network 2024 – Test Centres

					Source: NATO Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic 2024

				

			

			In 2023 pilot challenges for innovators were launched with great success in three key areas: energy resilience (NATO Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic 2023a), secure information sharing (NATO Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic 2023b), and sensing and surveillance (NATO Defence Innovation Accelerator for the North Atlantic 2023c). 1,300 SMEs from all NATO countries have put forward applications to these challenges, and the winners are working with selected DIANA Accelerators now to develop their capabilities further.

			In the long term, DIANA will concentrate on other emerging and disruptive technologies that NATO has identified as priorities. Once it achieves full operating capability in 2025, DIANA will run up to ten challenges per year. Just imagine the sheer amount of technological development opportunities this network creates in the upcoming 2–3 years. It is a hugely exciting moment. DIANA’s ambition, together with the NATO Innovation Fund, is to create a globally impactful innovation engine – incubating technologies in a networked manner that help guide us towards a safer and more sustainable world.

			The possibilities are far reaching. Perhaps the most important one is the evolution of new clusters of dual-use innovation centres across the Alliance, and the quicker development and adoption of transformative technologies by end-users in Allied nations – in turn, leading to better real-world impacts.

			As DIANA quickly becomes a trusted brand – providing innovators with a respected hallmark for future investors, joint venture partners and collaborators, in the next couple of years we will see the effects of de-risking pathways to success, exponentially increasing the number of regional initiatives, and building up a new innovation pipeline.

			Way ahead: Rapid adoption

			As we have seen in the EU and NATO examples, there are several promising changes to seed up the processes to achieve technological advantage of our forces, but this advantage is being challenged every day. The main problem is not rapid prototyping, but pushing these technologies to the warfighters faster than our adversaries.

			For the past ten to fifteen years, western forces have been largely preoccupied with off-the-ground operations and relatively low-tech counterterrorism conflicts. During this time, much of the defence R&D has focused on incremental innovations in existing systems, and improvements have sought to address existing capability gaps. However, the focus on great power conflicts today is becoming increasingly important, and potential adversaries are seeking to close the technological gap with NATO countries as quickly as possible.

			In this defence innovation competition, traditional defence industry research and development processes, increasing production capacity and developing platform-centric capabilities of the armed forces are key, but not sufficient in themselves. Redeploying resources into defence innovation, supporting small businesses and accelerating the deployment of dual-use disruptive technology products are essential to maintain strategic competitive advantage.

			So far, I have called for the need to lay the foundations for a more dynamic strategic innovation process, rather than slow and inflexible incremental adaptation, in order to respond effectively to the challenges of long-term strategic competition and emerging technologies. But there is one critical piece that is even more important: rapid adoption.

			To resolve this, DIANA’s charter addresses the need for developing a rapid adoption service (NATO 2022c). According to the charter, the Rapid Adoption Service will use agile contracting methods to transform emerging and disruptive technologies promoted and protected through DIANA into tangible products for NATO nations and/or NATO to test and systematise. To this end, the rapid deployment mechanism is composed of three strands: the tech-to-market strand, the agile adaptation strand and the rapid procurement strand.

			As we can see, DIANA shows the way ahead for nations and NATO enterprise members, to shift focus from solution iteration to prototype delivery and product procurement testing. In order to put adaptation into practice, the DIANA Board of Directors have set up a Rapid Adaptation Expert Group to facilitate the sharing of best practices on agile contracting and rapid adaptation, and their effective testing by small businesses that have already proved themselves in DIANA’s challenges and are currently working with accelerator centres.

			How can DIANA help allied nations achieve rapid deployment of disruptive technologies developed to solve defence and security problems? The mission of the Rapid Deployment Expert Working Group is to provide innovators with a toolkit to move between various technology readiness levels (TRL). Pushing technologies from TRL4 to TRL6 technology maturity levels by developing market introduction, military adaptation and rapid acquisition methodologies, i.e. accelerate prototyping, and bridge the gap between TRL7 and TRL9 technology maturity levels, i.e. between prototype demonstration and product deployment in the operational field is especially important.

			

			On the tech-to-market area, it is true that the market uptake of a revolutionary technology fails most of the time not because of problems with the technological foundations, but because not all key players in ecosystem economics are involved, and some critical ecosystem players are left out of the testing. The economic and business requirements of deployment, and the technology’s societal licence-to-operate can also shape the definition of the technical problem and the development of solutions at all stages of the RDD&D (research, development, demonstration, deployment) continuum.

			At this stage, it is critical to both demonstrate the new technology and the prototype to key stakeholders and decision-makers in a timely manner to assess alignment with market needs and to meet the relevant metrics for the targeted end-user, while also meeting potential venture capital investors.

			Looking at agile adaptation, the phenomenon of defence innovation refers to a deliberate technological, organisational and doctrinal shift away from the status quo in order to respond to a new strategic environment and to achieve strategic advantage and competitiveness, including but not limited to warfare (Soare–Pothier 2021). Defence structures often limit the flexibility for organisational and doctrinal change, making it difficult to adapt to and effectively integrate new technologies.

			Agile adaptation imposes top-down strategic requirements with a lot of support from the top. At the same time, a flexible approach to defining and enforcing requirements is also important to continuously adapt to changing operational needs, threats and technologies (Modigliani et al. 2020). This requires an adaptive requirement system that provides new options for requirement creation, modification and validation, allowing for greater flexibility.

			Finally, new thinking is needed on the field of rapid procurement, as well. Once companies commercialise and prototype their dual-use, revolutionary innovation products and services and achieve product-market fit, initial contracting (with both government and commercial partners) remains a challenge.

			This is why NATO needs to adapt its own procurement models to the capabilities of startups, which essentially means empowering our procurement professionals to take risks. This requires new ways of financing technologies (involving venture capital) and more agile acquisition models that empower and incentivise the Alliance.

			The goal of both nations and the Alliance is to provide breakthrough opportunities for small and medium-sized companies, startups, that provide original solutions, because the defence ecosystem needs the creativity and competition that these smaller entities provide. If fast funding is available, it will broaden the scope of revolutionary innovation efforts and force large companies to compete in the market with new, fresh thinking and actively support smaller players themselves.

			

			Hungary’s efforts

			Hungary is amongst those nations who would like to make the world and the CEE region a more secure place, and provide lasting peace to our citizens. The government has realised early on that modernisation was absolutely necessary. A five-year strategic preparation has resulted in a massive force modernisation effort launched in 2016. The Hungarian Defence Forces implemented the transformation of its defence capabilities. This initiative is still ongoing and it is a fundamental transformation of the Hungarian defence system, and the modern Hungarian armed forces.

			With the massive amount of acquisition of new equipment, the Hungarian Defence Forces entered a new era. The success of the Zrínyi Programme is based on constant renewal, underpinned by the twin pillars of the National Defence Programme and the Force Development Programme. The newly acquired equipment and technological progress entail a transformation of the entire education, training and preparation spectrum. This means that the doctrine, organisation, training, leadership and education will be transformed in parallel with the acquisition of modern equipment, in order to ensure that the Hungarian Defence Forces are prepared to face new threats and challenges.

			The programme aims to achieve and maintain military advantage by focusing on the creation of qualitative superiority and timely preparation for the challenges brought about by the dynamically changing security environment.

			All this is not happening in a “bubble” in the field of defence, Hungary is working together with countries in our region, notably in the framework of the Visegrád Cooperation (V4), the Central European Defence Cooperation (CEDC), the Multinational Land Forces (MLF), the Defence Cooperation Initiative (DECI). In order to strengthen regional stability, Hungary is also home to multinational cooperation such as the Central European Multinational Command (HQ MND-C) or the Regional Special Operations Component Command (R-SOCC) (Government of Hungary 2021).

			In addition, the force modernisation programme plans to rebuild domestic industrial bases, meaning that it will not only support capability building, but will also contribute to retaining a high-quality workforce and result in more effective capabilities in all respects to support warfighting capabilities (Government of Hungary 2020).

			As the development of military equipment takes several years and is usually a very complex, resource-intensive process, it is essential for defence industrial development to quickly and efficiently adapt and integrate existing civilian techniques and methods, develop modular and scalable systems, use open architectures and thereby develop the domestic industrial base to reduce supply risks and ensure security of supply for equipment deemed important for national security.

			Therefore, the Hungarian MoD have also built interface elements, to connect to the existing civilian innovation ecosystem. In 2022, new governmental entities were established within the Ministry of Defence, tasked with rethinking existing R&D processes and laying the foundations for a new defence innovation system. Innovative new defence solutions were created to partner with specialised talent, and to build a knowledge base, as well as agile research facilities. This is why the Defence Innovation Research Institute was also created. Its main role is to connect the defence community and the national innovation ecosystem, by continuously refining capability needs and strengthening the links between academia and industry (especially SMEs and startups) through communication of problem areas to be addressed.

			A relatively new initiative to create a regional defence innovation enterprise was launched in early 2024. The Defence Innovation Institute in Central Europe (DIICE) builds upon the NATO DIANA initiative with a regional focus, and also with an outreach to a region that is critical to regional security in Europe. DIICE strives to become a regional defence innovation powerhouse – incubating dual-use technologies that help guide us towards a safer and more sustainable world.

			By reaching out to neighbouring countries as well as towards the Western Balkans, DIICE’s goal is to support a new cadre of ‘defence innovators and entrepreneurs’, who can contribute to this common goal. Hungary’s leadership in spearheading a regional initiative to provide the tools necessary to maintain peace and security – augmenting the old-fashioned view of defence – helps to mitigate and prevent future conflicts, and gathers some of the world’s best minds on some of the most complex and pressing problems.

			Spreading the culture of innovation will be critical. DIICE has the potential to connect and develop technologies together with like-minded organisations in the region and leverage an entrepreneurial mindset. It is not a traditional focal point, but rather facilitates the sharing of ideas to maximise the growth of opportunities for our innovators within the CEE region. A diverse, purpose driven network is very much needed these days to tackle the multitude of acute problems.

			Concluding thoughts

			To follow up on my original assumption, the real challenge in innovation is not technological, but more likely a cognitive challenge. The armed forces are a highly bureaucratic organisation, considered to be slow to change and reluctant to give up traditional ways and preferred, well tested warfighting methodologies (Holmberg–Alvinius 2019). If that is true, a shift from legacy weapons to autonomous human machine teams is a profound transformation and is one of the greatest challenges for the military, which needs to adapt their mindset to the recent technological tempo very rapidly. Thus, strategic autonomy of the forces hinges on rapid adoption, and these new methods can be very effectively developed and tested through defence innovation systems.

			Some might think that the problem itself is not new. In World War I, the airplane was tested in combat, and it was evident that it had important implications for the future of warfare. Billy Mitchel, a visionary strategic innovator of that time, argued for a standalone air force, and was immediately opposed by the Army and the Navy (Jones 2019). He eventually became a victim of bureaucratic rivalry, and ended up being court martialled, and convicted of insubordination. He was still there to live and see as prophecies about strategic bombing and the eclipse of the battleship by the airplane were realised.

			Another example of a failed strategic innovation attempt was the invention of ballistic missiles by Nazi Germany in World War II. Military leaders saw the great potential of the new technology, but the Army insisted that it should be in charge and the Army Ordnance Command was the best positioned to control them. 9  A huge fight broke out between the services and it continued in spite of the fact that the Navy was able to settle its claims.

			Service rivalry is not necessarily a bad thing, in large bureaucratic systems, however, we often seem to lose sight of the mission and the internal fight between various organisations for resources becomes a strategic liability.

			All these examples seem to support the idea that developing new technology that has the potential of a strategic surprise or deterrence in and of itself is not the solution. A culture change is necessary to re-write the strategic playbook, and create strategic autonomy, in order to achieve strategic advantage. Defence innovation can help in developing new technologies faster, but, more importantly, it supports the cultural change to rapid adoption, through providing a toolkit for warfighters, the defence enterprise and strategic decision-makers alike.

			

			If we want to provide security and fight contemporary wars in a VUCA context, then zero-sum strategic games are not the optimal strategic choice. Building up massive armed forces might enable a nation to deter others, but it is not sufficient enough when we are facing a plethora of challenges ranging from nation states through armed groups to terror organisations. If we want to have an “unfair advantage”, we need to create a different playbook and re-write the rules of the game. In today’s ongoing conflict, talent is the new weapon that fuels innovation and small and medium enterprises are the most undervalued weapons in a nation’s strategic arsenal.

			Implementing defence innovation means that strategic decision-makers push the emerging and disruptive technologies down to the warfighter faster than the adversaries, and the whole system adapts its doctrine through re-designing the organisational learning methods as well. The end result is changing the mindset of an entire organisation, and re-writing the playbook in order to create strategic advantage.

			One might ask how can we keep up with all this? If the traditional approach of Greek gods were heroes sending bolts of lightning, our modern tech-gods of war are more nuanced. The essence of modern warfare is a smart combination of the whole of a nation’s approach to defence as well as strategic deterrence by denial – to prevent adversaries from projecting their power in ways that harm Hungary and its citizens. It is the simple clarity of this mission that makes innovation so valuable. As we face significant major challenges, bold and creative thinking to defence policy must be applied.
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					9	The Army assigned missile development to Redstone Arsenal under the command of an aggressive and capable ordnance officer, Major General Bruce Medaris. Redstone’s resources were greatly strengthened with the arrival in the United States in 1945 of some of the leading German rocket pioneers, including the most famous of them all, Werner von Braun. He and more than 500 specialists had fled south from Peenemunde, where the V-2 missile had been developed, and surrendered to U.S. forces.
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			Digital Sovereignty 
of the European Union

			Past, Present or Is It the Future?

			Introduction

			European Strategic Autonomy was first used in the context of the security and defence of the European Union and was not explicitly defined until the European Union (EU) adopted the EU Global Strategy of 2016, when it was given a broader strategic ambition. 10  Since then, successive events and developments have made strategic autonomy even more attractive and timely. Suffice it to think of the Covid-19 pandemic, concerns about the changing role of the United States in international politics, transatlantic and transpacific tensions in international trade, or the recognition of China as a strategic challenge rival, exacerbated by concerns about its dominance in the world’s digital markets. These events, coupled with the EU’s recognition that its own smart digitalisation is a prerequisite for the EU’s strategic independence, alongside its industrial, energy, defence and sustainability policies, have led to the emergence of European initiatives to strengthen Europe’s position as an independent actor and its status and role in world politics and the global economy. The framework for these is called the European Digital Strategic Autonomy (DSA) (Stolwijk 2022).

			The concept of strategic autonomy was incorporated into the political discourse by French President Emmanuel Macron in 2017, following his election, and the terms digital autonomy, digital sovereignty and technological sovereignty have subsequently come to occupy a prominent place in both political discourse and policy documents.

			Being autonomous means being able to achieve our key strategic goals free of external influence and dependencies. Achieving digital autonomy in the European Union therefore depends on creating an environment in which we can sufficiently and necessarily exclude technologies and competitive pressures from global competitors, notably from the United States of America (U.S.) and China. However, technological dependency has several dimensions that need to be taken into account in order to achieve digital sovereignty, since, in addition to technical issues, economic, legal, political or even military interference can be an obstacle to the creation of an independent and competitive European digital market, and the two major powers have no interest in supporting the EU’s digital autonomy ambitions, thereby strengthening a potential competitor.

			Two major triggers can be identified that have significantly boosted the EU’s drive for digital sovereignty, especially in recent times. The first is the changing geopolitical landscape 11  and the emergence of new rules on data control (Stolwijk 2022), while the second concerns the series of legal actions against major tech companies (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, Microsoft – or GAFAM), which represent a specific direction for EU legislation (Thieulin 2019). Against this background, the paper first presents the changing geopolitical landscape, with a particular focus on the actions of the United States and China, 12  which are crucial for the EU’s ability to achieve digital autonomy, and then outlines the concrete steps the EU has taken in the main areas that can be considered the first milestones on the road to digital autonomy.

			“Great powers” of cyberspace

			Cyberspace, one of the most topical sites of geopolitical struggles, is one of the best historical examples of the emergence of digital dependency. While traditional physical dimensions have been the site of intense competition between great powers throughout history, it is only in the last 30 years that digital technologies and the networks they create have emerged on a large scale and radically reshaped our world. Moreover, unlike physical space, which is mostly shaped by nature, cyberspace is a virtual space created entirely by humanity, and more specifically by the United States of America, which would not exist without the help of excellent scientists and U.S. government funding. Moreover, cyberspace does not easily identify classical resources that could justify the special attention that this intangible site receives in the world political arena.

			The major powers playing a dominant role in cyberspace are nowadays well defined around the trio of the United States, China and the European Union, which are actively shaping cyberspace processes and leading the way in related economic investment, and research and development. However, this was not always the case. 13 

			With the end of the bipolar world order and the dawn of the global expansion of Pax Americana, few imagined that digital space would one day be the defining issue of world politics. But the U.S. Government’s policies at the time foresaw the internet as a tool for global dominance. Already one of the early but perhaps most important strategies of Bill Clinton’s first presidency, The National Information Infrastructure: Agenda for Action (NII), published in 1993, set out the following:

			“Information is one of the nation’s most critical economic resources, for both the service and manufacturing industries, the economy and national security. According to an estimate, two-thirds of U.S. workers are employed in information-related jobs, and the rest in industries that rely heavily on information” (Brown 1993: 2).

			Not only did this make it clear thirty years ago that information is a power that is fought for, possessed and used in the same way as any other resource, but also that the American economy was already built around information.

			It is interesting to note that while in the early 1990s Japan seemed to be the most competitive rival to the U.S. (and partly to the EU) in this field, China is now clearly the obvious second, and in some areas the first, country in the technology field. For a country that was economically insignificant in the early 1990s, China’s ability to build the advanced digital economy that Europe could have done is extraordinary. Paradoxically, the global opening of the Pax Americana helped a lot. Chinese students turned up en masse at the best universities in the U.S., while U.S. and European manufacturers opened manufacturing plants in China in the hope of cheap labour. Ostensibly, it was all about the U.S. economic advantage, as the brain drain strengthened the U.S. knowledge-intensive economy, while the resulting products could be produced as cheaply as possible in Asia. In the 2000s, however, Chinese engineers and scientists began to return home and put their knowledge to work in Chinese universities and companies. Intellectual property that was taken over by China in the manufacturing process was treated rather loosely by the locals, who copied Western solutions in a way that even bordered on industrial espionage. It is no wonder that, by the 2010s, the intellectual capital and manufacturing capacity to create digital capabilities had been created (Zhang–Zhou 2015: xiv–xix). By contrast, European students stayed on after their U.S. studies, young engineers from European universities were lured away in droves by U.S. companies, and the best European academics received substantial grants to continue their research in the U.S.

			The third major player in cyberspace is the European Union. The Bangemann Report is considered to be the first document that laid the foundations for digital development and the information society in the EU. It was published in May 1994, setting out the path that the European Commission would follow with minor adjustments over the following decades. Three decades later, it is interesting to note the philosophical differences between the American and European visions, which have led to Europe’s long-term digital dependence.

			First, the document already states in its executive summary that the EU is at a competitive disadvantage (European Commission 1995: 3). This is particularly thought-provoking today, in 2024, as the competitive disadvantage looks set to increase. On the other hand, it sees the key to closing the gap in promoting an entrepreneurial mentality and creating common rules, without the need to allocate additional financial resources (European Commission 1995: 3). Thirdly, it adds that “the current European technology base is sufficient to allow the applications proposed in this report to be deployed without delay” (European Commission 1995: 22) – meaning that no further developments are needed at present, and that they may be needed in the near (or distant) future at the most. I think that the difference in approach between the U.S. and EU documents, which were produced almost simultaneously, is quite obvious. While the ideas in the Agenda (NII) foresaw that the powers competing with the U.S. should be able to offer an alternative and develop their own capabilities in the field of information technology, and this was already known at the time of the Bangemann Report, European policy did not recognise that regulation and market liberalisation alone would not make the region competitive with the U.S. (and later Chinese) competitors in the long term.

			The evolution of the U.S.–China–EU triangle

			Out of the three geopolitical actors, China is clearly the one that has taken the least expected path over the last thirty years, and even the last 10–15 years. This is above all due to the push for public investment in the digital industry. The 12th Five-Year Plan adopted in 2012 already explicitly supported the strengthening of the manufacturing capabilities of emerging technologies, and the 13th Five-Year Plan in 2017 put a strong emphasis on the diffusion of technologies such as mobile technology, cloud computing or the Internet of Things. Furthermore, the China 2025 strategy makes it clear that China’s goal is to become the strongest “cyber power” (Godement 2018). Again, the fact that the same orientations could only be found years later in the EU strategy documents (see in more detail the previous section) is an indication of the European backlog, and it is also a fact that closing the gap of at least a decade will require an enormous increase in budgetary resources from European Member States, which may not be a priority in wartime, and political obstacles also have to be taken into account. The U.S. has already recognised the emerging Chinese threat in the technological field during the Obama Presidency and has started to block China’s activities in this area. During the Trump Presidency, for example, it has used tough sanctions to discourage the entry of Chinese technology companies, from banning 5G technologies and blocking some Chinese mobile phone manufacturers from using U.S. software to attempting to buy up one of the most popular Chinese-owned social networks. Under President Biden, this trend is deliberately continuing, with China as the primary strategic adversary for the U.S., and it is trying its best to maintain its global position and break China’s emergence as a (cyber)power. The EU Member States are rather divided on these issues, for example the ban on Chinese 5G technology has only been achieved in the most loyal U.S. allies, despite the presence of major European 5G manufacturers, and this move could contribute to the development and sovereignty of the European digital industry, while reducing the potential national security threat. However, instead of a unified European policy response, in this case too, only one regulatory step, the creation of an EU toolkit on 5G Cybersecurity, has been taken, postponing the solution to the problem for years.

			Meanwhile, the relationship between the two great powers, the U.S. and China, includes a number of issues that will leave open the question of cyberspace dominance in the coming decades and will massively influence the EU’s moves towards digital autonomy. Perhaps the most important of these is how the post-World War II global policy of multilateralism and international organisations will evolve. Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine and the annexation of sovereign Ukrainian territories by a member of the UN Security Council will clearly shake up the international order, upset the status quo and could reinforce China’s intentions to shape the international order in line with the 21st century balance of power, including a national shift of global (U.S.-dominated) cyberspace towards nationalism, helping to create national networks (splinternets). Europe is not interested in this and supports the maintenance of the current cyberspace in all international fora, but this seems to be creating an East–West confrontation on digital technology issues, in which it is very difficult to defend European interests.

			Another important question is China’s intentions towards Russia and Taiwan. Russia’s belligerent aggression is punished by the Western world with heavy technological sanctions, so if Russia wants to keep its economy in the 21st century, it has only China to work with. In cyberspace, Russia has been fighting U.S. dominance for decades and exploiting the leverage of technology to achieve its own ends, but its belligerence will cut it off from these opportunities for a longer period, both diplomatically and technically. In cyber diplomacy, however, it has typically moved together with China, so it is likely that intentions will not change, but will be articulated by China in the future, primarily in accordance with its own interests. Thus, Russia will most probably lose its position as a cyber power and become dependent on China, but a united European stance, for example in the area of technological sanctions, is likely to provoke countermeasures on the Russian side. So, it is not enough that the EU’s digital industry will lose a significant market, but it can also expect hostile action from Russia in the form of cyberattacks.

			The evolution of the European Union policy

			The need for regulation was already recognised by the European Union in the mid-2000s and it started to build its cybersecurity framework. As the EU approaches many threats primarily from a civilian perspective, including threats in cyberspace, its focus is on creating a free and open internet, primarily through greater international cooperation and the development of regulatory frameworks. 14 

			Creating the framework for digital sovereignty – The 2010s

			The highest level of regulation concerns the strategic level. In December 2003, the EU adopted its first security strategy entitled “European Security Strategy. A Secure Europe in a Better World” (Council of the European Union 2003). The document lists the global and specific challenges facing Europe, which do not include cyber threats by name, but already refers to critical infrastructure by highlighting international terrorism and the vulnerability of societies. A milestone in the long process of reviewing the strategy was the report published in December 2008, which already identified cybersecurity as a key challenge. The report refers to the high dependency of modern societies on critical infrastructure, including the world of the Internet. The need to revise the 2003 strategy has become increasingly urgent due to the rapid and dramatic changes in the global environment. The dependence of states on digital technologies has increased dramatically and it has become a strategic interest for the EU to ensure that its citizens have access to secure internet for all. The process of developing the strategy has been slow and it took the European Union around 13 years to adopt the new document. The EU’s new security strategy entitled “Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy” (European External Action Service 2016), already includes cyberspace as a named and prominent one among the instruments and policies to address the challenges. 15 

			The first document specifically addressing the protection of information systems was issued by the EU in 2009: the Commission Communication “Protecting Europe from Large Scale Cyberattacks and Disruptions: Enhancing Preparedness, Security and Resilience” (European Commission 2009). Among the shortcomings, the document highlights that cyber defence exercises at EU level are still at an embryonic stage and that multi-country exercises are rare. It therefore stresses the importance of cooperation with other organisations with established practices in this field, notably the UN, NATO, OECD and G8. A forward-looking finding of the Communication was the need to establish national cyber disaster response teams, with adequate capabilities in both early warning and incident management. The 2009 Communication was revised in 2013. In its report (European Commission 2013a) the Commission Working Group had already separated critical infrastructure protection activities into the three categories of prevention–preparedness–consequence management. It set a deadline of the second half of 2014 for the implementation of the initial objectives.

			EU cyber legislation was given a new impetus by the launch in 2010 of a ten-year program called the European Digital Agenda (European Commission 2010), which focused on making cyberspace safe and secure. In 2012, the European Parliament adopted a resolution entitled “Critical Information Infrastructure Protection: Towards Global Cyber-Security” (European Parliament 2011). Although the document could not bind Member States, it set out proposals that were actually implemented in EU countries by the end of 2010. These included the creation of a national cybersecurity strategy, cyber emergency planning, the establishment of a standalone cyber defence organisation and the creation of national legislation, all of which are building blocks for digital sovereignty. The EU cybersecurity strategy was only a step from there and was put in place the following year. In 2013, the EU published its first comprehensive cybersecurity strategy, “Cybersecurity Strategy of the European Union: An Open, Safe and Secure Cyberspace” (European Commission 2013b). The strategy has made it a top priority to develop the capabilities to prevent, detect and respond to cyberattacks, to reduce cybercrime sharply, to develop an autonomous cyber defence policy and capabilities within the EU’s common security and defence policy, to create the necessary industrial and technological capacities and conditions, and to establish an autonomous EU-level cyber policy as a policy along the lines of the EU’s core values. These priorities have set the organisation ambitious goals, the achievement of which is still ongoing today. However, the strategy only addresses the issues of preventing and responding to the failure or any attacks on European infocommunications systems, leaving unanswered questions such as how the European Union as a whole should respond to a cyberattack on one of its Member States under the Lisbon Treaty clause.

			The adoption of the “European Digital Single Market Strategy” in 2015, a very important document for the digital sovereignty of the European Union, set the goal of creating a Digital Single Market for Europe. Its benefits were already recognised by the legislators at the time, including the potential for a significant increase in European GDP 16  and the creation of new jobs. As regards the former, they already highlighted the booming performance of the big data sector, with an annual growth rate of 40%, seven times faster than the annual growth rate of the IT market.

			The latter finding also foreshadowed a new direction for EU legislation to give the EU a competitive edge in an increasingly data-driven economy. After a long consultation process lasting around four years, two landmark pieces of legislation were adopted in 2016: the NIS Directive (Directive on Security of Network and Information Systems) and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). In 2018, these were followed by the Regulation on a Framework for the Free Flow of Non-Personal Data in the European Union (European Parliament 2018), and in 2019 by the Directive on Open Data and the Re-Use of Public Sector Information (European Parliament 2019). The Data Governance Act (European Parliament 2022) completed the EU’s data protection legislation in 2022, thus completing the EU’s data protection regulation. 17 

			

			Where does the European Union stand now? 
Developments in the 2020s

			The European Union’s objective for the coming years and decades, the so-called European Digital Strategic Autonomy (DSA), is characterised by, among other things, long-term thinking, the innovation orientation, the knowledge base, the building of a strong consensus framework with partners and allies, the review of telecoms market regulation and the establishment of a strong regulatory framework for data protection, privacy and network security (Pogorel et al. 2022: xi–xii). DSA also represents a delicate balance of power with China. Given the interdependence between Europe and China, the EU wants to establish a clear policy framework that can react quickly to developments and monitor in real time the evolution of the relationship and its impact.

			At the beginning of the decade, in 2020, the EU took an important step by adopting a new cybersecurity strategy. Adopted on 16 December 2020, the document entitled “The EU’s Cybersecurity Strategy for the Digital Decade” (European Commission 2020a) focuses specifically on the framework and opportunities for the EU to build its strategic digital autonomy. It explores how the EU can harness and further increase its resources to become technologically sovereign and makes concrete proposals for the use of three main instruments: regulatory, investment and policy initiatives. To do so, it encourages the EU to act in three areas: 1. resilience, technological sovereignty and leadership; 2. building operational capacity to prevent, deter and respond; and 3. advancing a global and open cyberspace. It is therefore evident that the Union’s technological sovereignty is based on the resilience of all services and products, but also on the need to increase cooperation and build additional capacity. When these findings are compared with the Bangemann Report of 1994, there is reason for optimism about the change in the EU narrative and the willingness of the organisation to go further to achieve the desired results, not being satisfied with what has already been achieved.

			The European Union’s initial misguided vision of a direct public support system is to be corrected by another document: the “Digital Decade for Europe: Objectives for 2030”, adopted on 9 March 2021. The document, called the Digital Compass, sets out the objectives for Europe’s successful digital transformation and highlights Europe’s ambition to achieve digital sovereignty:

			“The EU’s ambition is to be digitally sovereign in an open and interconnected world, and to pursue digital policies that empower people and businesses to seize a human centred, sustainable and more prosperous digital future. This includes addressing vulnerabilities and dependencies as well as accelerating investment” (European Commission 2021a).

			This is a significant step forward from the approach of previous decades and recognises the need for strategic European investment in digital technologies. The program sets different targets in four areas: training digitally literate citizens and highly skilled digital professionals, building secure, efficient and sustainable digital infrastructures, digital transformation of businesses and digitisation of public services (European Commission 2021c).

			It is no coincidence that education and training are the top priority, as they are the be-all and end-all of Europe’s digital autonomy. The issue needs to be approached from two perspectives. On the one hand, there is a need to ensure that the concept of cybersecurity education provides the necessary level of knowledge and operational practices and, on the other hand, to train enough skilled workers to meet the needs of the cybersecurity sector and all sectors that need to interface with and apply cybersecurity services and solutions (European Organisation for Security 2019). Recognising this, several EU initiatives have already been taken to boost digital workforce skills. These include the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition already established in 2016 or the Blueprint for Sectorial Cooperation to identify skills gaps.

			Although the Compass sets out objectives and targets, it lacks clearly integrated and coherent policy measures and there are inconsistencies between objectives and targets. To partially address these gaps, on 15 September 2021, the European Commission presented its policy program “Roadmap to the Digital Decade”, which aims at complementing, completing and implementing the vision, objectives and actions of the Digital Compass. With the new program, the Commission proposes an annual cooperation mechanism with Member States consisting of four elements to support them in achieving the 2030 targets: 1. a transparent monitoring system based on an enhanced Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) to measure progress towards the targets; 2. an annual “State of the Digital Decade” report to assess progress and make recommendations; 3. multi-annual strategic roadmaps for each Member State; and 4. a mechanism to support the implementation of multi-country projects.

			The Digital Compass (European Commission 2021b) therefore defines cybersecurity as a key element of the EU’s technological sovereignty. In contrast, the Strategic Compass (Council of the European Union 2022: 3), takes a different approach, analysing and assessing cybersecurity in a purely geostrategic context. It clearly states that the EU must deepen partnerships which are in favour of EU values and interests, however, a more tailored and integrated approach to capacity building is needed, including the need to find the links between military assistance and civilian capacity building, governance, security sector reform, and the capacity to respond to cyberattacks, disinformation and hybrid threats (Council of the European Union 2022: 44).

			Defining the latest direction on regulatory issues is clearly necessary to preserve the EU’s digital sovereignty in the future. In 2022, the EU adopted two major regulations: the Digital Services Act (DSA) and the Digital Markets Act (DMA). While the former aims at protecting the digital space against illegal content and guaranteeing the protection of users’ fundamental rights (the guiding principle being that “what is illegal offline must be illegal online”), the DMA primarily regulates the role of the so-called “gatekeepers”, as its main aim is to create a single regulatory framework for digital markets. In this way, it can help economically dependent European companies to enter the market, stimulate innovation and create a free shopping environment for consumers by ensuring quality, fair and competitive prices for digital goods and services.

			Finally, as a concluding thought on regulatory issues, the evolution of the regulatory environment for AI should be mentioned. The White Paper on Artificial Intelligence, published back in 2020, was a forward-looking initiative at the time. By today, the EU has already adopted the so-called AI Act (European Parliament 2024) which, at a time when this technology is now being called the 5th Industrial Revolution, is crucial for the EU to remain a viable and competitive player among the technological superpowers.

			The range of practical problems

			The framework outlined in the previous section is only the theoretical side of the issue, and the major question is how and how successfully it can be translated into practice. Obstacles may arise not only from the Union’s bureaucratic system, but also from the creation of financial resources. The European Investment Bank estimates the EU’s investment gap to achieve the potential benefits of digital transformation at €65 billion per year (European Investment Bank 2016: 33). Moreover, the Commission estimates that Europe’s investment gap in digital transformation with the U.S. and China stands at €125 billion per year (European Commission 2020b: 18). Nevertheless, the EU could not only gain political and strategic capital from these investments, but also expect a significant economic boost, as the cumulative GDP contribution of new digital technologies could reach €2.2 trillion, a very significant increase of 14% compared to the base year 2017 (European Commission 2020c).

			The European Commission’s Advanced Industrial Technologies project (European Commission 2021a) tracks technologies considered to be of strategic importance for the future. These include advanced manufacturing, artificial intelligence, big data, cloud services, industrial biotechnology, Internet of Things (IoT), micro- and nanoelectronics including semiconductors, nanotechnology, robotics and cybersecurity, among others. Keeping up with technological progress is also a sine qua non for the EU to achieve digital sovereignty and should therefore be a priority for the EU in all segments.
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					Figure 1. Strengths and weaknesses of the 27 EU Member States in the production of advanced technologies in 2021

					Source: European Commission 2021d

				

			

			Figure 1 on the current performance of the EU shows how the EU’s performance varies across technologies: it has performed exceptionally well in advanced manufacturing, while it also performs well in the categories of Internet of Things, mobility and security. However, there is a huge gap in four areas that are also key to achieving digital autonomy: big data, micro- and nanoelectronics, artificial intelligence and robotics. Overall, only 21.94% of global patent applications for advanced technologies are owned by the EU27, a rather low figure. But the gap is perhaps even more striking when the EU’s performance is compared with that of the U.S., China and Japan. Figure 2 shows the performance of these four entities in the segments examined highlighting the EU’s vulnerabilities.

			
				
					[image: ]

					Figure 2. The European Union’s performance compared to other countries

					Source: European Parliament 2021: 20

				

			

			Given that we cannot consider digital sovereignty without a strong technological component, the EU’s priority development area is to close the technological gap as soon as possible. However, there are several pitfalls. Firstly, there is the question of the extent to which Member States are united in their perception of the importance of this area and their willingness to develop these sensitive areas. On the other hand, the availability of resources may be an issue. And this does not primarily refer to material resources (although these are finite), but to the raw materials needed for production. In this context, the availability of semiconductors is critical, as they are the building blocks of all digital products and thus the main drivers of the accelerating digitalisation industry.

			In the last thirty years, the European Union has seen a very sharp decline in this area: while in 1990 the European semiconductor market share stood at 44% worldwide (Automotive News Europe 2021), it has now fallen dramatically to between 8–13% (Semiconductor Industry Association 2020), while the Asian region has a very high share of over 60% (see Figure 3). As a result, the market is dominated by a few leading chipmakers: in 2020, only two companies, TSMC (Taiwan) and Samsung (South Korea), were producing 5nm chips, and in Europe there are no companies producing sub-22nm components (European Commission 2021c). The U.S. company Intel has also postponed the introduction of 7nm components until 2022, which shows the technological complexity of chip manufacturing (European Commission 2021c: 82). At the same time, Intel could be the company that could save Europe: in 2021, it announced that it will set up a state-of-the-art semiconductor manufacturing plant in Europe by 2026, allowing EU companies to produce their own chips in Europe based on their own semiconductor designs (Bertuzzi 2021). If this is realised, European supply chains will be strengthened in the medium term. And Intel is on track, with plans to introduce 2 and 1.8nm technology for Intel 20A and 18A by 2024 (Conway 2024).
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					Figure 3. Changes in global semiconductor capacity

					Source: Semiconductor Industry Association 2024: 10

				

			

			The specific case of Taiwan is particularly relevant for digital independence. This is because roughly two-thirds of the world’s chips are currently produced on the island. Among other things, this is why developments in Taiwan in the summer of 2020 (and the more tense period of today) have been a cause for concern, as, if China were to intervene in Taiwanese trade, either by blockade or direct military strike, this would certainly have a longer-term impact on the U.S., Europe and the world’s digital economy as a whole, given that the production and supply of basic infrastructure elements of cyberspace, such as computers, mobile devices and networking solutions, will be at stake, not to mention the automotive industry, which is of major importance to European industry. The most urgent step for digital autonomy is therefore to (re)build the semiconductor industry in Europe (Hass–Blanchette 2022).

			Finally, it is important to stress that this sector is very intensive in R&D, with up to a third of revenues being returned to research and therefore requires significant capital investment. It is not surprising that China is also at the forefront in this area. It aims to achieve 70% self-sufficiency in chip manufacturing by 2025 and has earmarked $150 billion over 10 years for this purpose under the “Made in China 2025” program. South Korea plans to invest $17 billion in next-generation chips by 2029, while the U.S. has a $25 billion plan for R&D and manufacturing investment over 5 years (European Commission 2021c: 83). And where does the European Union stand in the queue? It seems to be catching up. The entry into force of the European Chips Act on 21 September 2023, which is expected to address the semiconductor shortage and strengthen the EU’s technological sovereignty, thereby reinforcing Europe’s technological leadership, is a welcome development. It is expected to mobilise more than €43 billion of public and private investment by 2030 and, together with Member States and international partners, prepare to anticipate future supply chain disruptions and respond rapidly when needed (European Commission 2023).

			Closing thoughts

			Currently, therefore, the U.S. and China are the two actors that can have a meaningful impact on shaping digital autonomy in Europe. The European Union is also actively trying to shape the rules of cyberspace, but the perceived East–West divide significantly reduces the chances of success in achieving its own strategic goals. At the same time, increasing geopolitical tensions are only one of the challenges to digital strategic autonomy. Future threats also include the widespread adoption of the Internet of Things (IoT), 18  5G, artificial intelligence, cloud and data-driven business models in both the economy and society, disruptive changes associated with the shift of (sovereign) power towards oligopolistic, trillion-dollar platforms; and the accompanying explosion of cybercrime and cyber threats. And finally, one cannot ignore the radically new technologies already mentioned, such as artificial intelligence, 5G/6G, advanced semiconductors and quantum technologies, most of which are emerging more or less simultaneously, and all of which are fundamental to the future of the EU (Timmers 2022: 39–40). In this perspective, it is no coincidence that in 2021 the European Union Agency for Cybersecurity (ENISA) has identified the following seven areas as key areas for the development of the EU’s digital strategic autonomy: data security, trusted software platforms, appropriate incident management, trusted hardware platforms, post-quantum cryptography, user-friendly security tools and practices, and digital communications security. At the same time, ENISA added that, while digital autonomy and sovereignty relies on technological leadership – and most importantly on significant R&D – technical leadership alone is not sufficient to ensure sustainable strategic autonomy in the long run. The EU therefore needs the social science dimensions of digital autonomy, as well as a skilled workforce and the right legal and regulatory environment (ENISA 2021).

			The time has come for the European Union to take the necessary steps to maintain its strategic autonomy in digital terms. It is important to note, however, that although the European Union is currently primarily a normative power, it has the potential to maintain its strategic digital sovereignty as a geopolitical actor. However, if European industry does not shift up a gear and build its own capabilities in these years, it will find itself dependent on the U.S. and China for decades to come. And the loss of digital sovereignty means that Europe will fall out of the 21st century’s centres of power and become a sphere of influence for an indefinite period. And while this is not a hopeless situation (think of China and its development over the last twenty years), it is one that can be avoided if the regulatory environment is well designed, and the necessary capacities are in place in time. Today, there is every chance that this will happen.
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			Hungary

			Introduction

			The transformation of Hungary’s strategic environment that ended the Cold War in the first half of the 1990s was marked by security policy ‘pathfinding’, but from the middle of the decade onwards, steps were clearly aimed at achieving Euro-Atlantic integration (Tálas 2020: 23–29). This process ended in success with NATO accession in 1999 and EU accession in 2004. From that point on we can clearly speak of a new era in foreign, security and defence policy – one that continues to this day. As a result, Hungary, as a member of the Western alliance system, became able to represent and enforce its interests not only in its immediate security environment (in the Carpathian Basin, in the Western Balkans and more broadly in Central Europe), but also in the Transatlantic region and in its neighbourhood.

			However, the current alliance framework also means that, in addition to the tasks of territorial defence that dominate the modern understanding of sovereignty, the protection of alliance interests also had an impact on Hungarian security and defence policy considerations for almost two decades that followed NATO and EU accessions. For example, Hungary took on various roles in peacekeeping and crisis management operations in several countries of the European neighbourhood, such as in the Sahel region in Africa (Mali), the Middle East (Iraq) and in Central Asia (Afghanistan). In addition, as a member of the EU and NATO, Hungary also had to pay greater attention to challenges and threats such as terrorism, energy security, or irregular mass migration. In other words, alliance membership also meant that, as a member of the Euro-Atlantic risk community, Hungary became more committed to maintaining our collective security. Regarding the division of tasks and responsibilities, NATO has been the primary stakeholder in tackling hard security (military) threats, also bearing the brunt of Hungary’s participation in international missions, while soft security challenges are rather addressed within the EU framework.

			This transformation in taking up new responsibilities, ownership and participation was linked to the recognition of Hungarian society and the political elite that Hungary, with its limited resources and power capabilities, is not capable of guaranteeing its own security against all challenges and all actors of the international system individually. The crises of the 21st century confirmed that the protection of national sovereignty can only be ensured if Hungarian security and defence policy has a broader and more distant focus than its own immediate region. This process has also been depicted in the strategic documents which had been adopted since the turn of the millennium (National Security Strategies in 2002, 2004, 2012, 2020 and National Military Strategies in 2009, 2012, 2021).

			The economic background – the dynamic and predictable growth of the national defence budget – necessary for comprehensive defence modernisation became available only from 2015, but it has been sustained since then. Based on the transformation of the threat landscape and allied responses, the planning of the comprehensive national defence and an armed forces modernisation program (2016) enjoyed firm governmental commitment. This commitment has been maintained throughout the execution phase despite economic downturns caused by Covid and the economic fallout of the Russian aggression against Ukraine. The program, originally dubbed ‘Zrínyi 2026’, is the largest military modernisation taking place since the end of the Cold War, with the goal of strengthening the active and reservist components of territorial defence as well through expanding the HDF, not only modernising it.

			Moreover, the large-scale military modernisation was directly embedded into the development of Hungarian defence industry – either through new investment in international (German, Turkish, French, Israeli) cooperation with the perspective of innovation, or through the foundation of new capacities in national defence industry from research and development, and innovation through production, with the perspective of future arms exports. This means that beyond some off-the-shelf procurement of advanced systems that had no meaningful technological footprint in Hungary (helicopters, aircraft, air defence systems), large-scale co-production and co-development projects have also been initiated (infantry fighting vehicles, mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicles). Some of the basic building blocks of arms production, such as gunpowder, explosives, small arms and small-calibre artillery had to be established from scratch.

			The Hungarian armed forces modernisation is in line with intensifying regional development efforts, especially since the 2022 escalation of the Russia–Ukraine war that brought back high-intensity conventional warfare to Europe, triggering the strengthening of defence and deterrence capabilities on NATO’s Eastern Flank, and highlighting the need to extend defence industrial production capabilities across Europe.

			

			This chapter will offer an overview and assessment of the transformation of Hungarian defence policy and the development of the Hungarian Defence Forces considering these challenges and responsibilities with an outlook to the 2020s.

			The transformation 
of Hungary’s security environment

			The security environment of Hungary – and of Europe – has been deteriorating in the past decade and a half, as part of which first non-military challenges, and then military threats appeared in the security perception of the Hungarian society and political elite. The most important ones exerting stress on European security and stability were the following: the Russo–Georgian war (2008), the global economic crisis (2008–2009), the ‘Arab Spring’ (2010) and the resulting crises and civil wars that are still with us today (Syria, Libya 2011–), the rise of the so-called ‘Islamic State’ terrorist organisation (ISIS 2014) and radical Islamism-motivated terrorist attacks in Europe (2015–2016), uncontrolled mass migration (2015), then the coronavirus epidemic (2019–2021), the Nagorno–Karabakh war (2020), the escalation of the Russia–Ukraine war (2022–) with subsequent energy and economic crises (2022–2023), and the latest Iran–Israel proxy war involving Hamas in Gaza (2023–) and Hezbollah in Lebanon (2024–) (Tálas 2023: 23–43).

			Hungary was particularly affected by three strategic shocks in 2014–2015: the Russia–Ukraine (first hybrid, then kinetic) war bringing about the illegal annexation of Crimea by Russia and the separatist destabilisation of the Donbas; the emergence and expansion of the Islamic State in the Middle East and subsequent terrorist attacks in Europe; and the refugee and migration crisis targeting Europe primarily across the Eastern Mediterranean and Western Balkan migration routes (Bak et al.: 5–32).

			The Russia–Ukraine conflict that started in 2014 and escalated into a full-scale major war in 2022 had more fundamental impacts on the security and defence policy of European and especially Eastern Central European countries than the Arab Spring, the migration crisis and terrorism. The European Union and the United States responded to Russia’s breaching of international norms and agreements in 2014 with financial and economic sanctions, while NATO responded by suspending military cooperation with Russia, re-prioritising collective defence (by militarily strengthening the alliance’s Eastern Flank countries, increasing Member States’ defence spending), and supporting Ukrainian defence forces on a bilateral basis. The defence policy impact of the Russia–Ukraine war is well indicated by the fact that all Central and Eastern European NATO Member States began modernising their territorial defence capabilities between 2014 and 2018 (Tálas – Csiki Varga 2024). Hungary also participated in the development and implementation of NATO’s and the EU’s response, including the strengthening of the alliance’s Eastern Flank defence posture, the commitment to achieving the 2% of GDP ratio for the defence budget (Csiki Varga 2019: 79), the modernisation of national armed forces, the adoption of the alliance’s strategy against hybrid threats (Lasconjarias–Larsen 2015), and the sanctions imposed by the European Union on Russia (Csiki Varga 2024).

			The 2015 European refugee crisis was perceived as another milestone, as the country has never been exposed to a refugee wave like that, when more than 177 thousand asylum seekers had been registered in the country, and many more passing through towards Western European and Nordic countries. During the year, more asylum seekers arrived in Hungary than in the previous 23 years combined. However, it is important to see that Hungary was not a destination country for migrants arriving from outside Europe but remained a transit country due to its geographical location as a gate to the EU from the Western Balkans. The Hungarian Government responded to the uncontrolled mass movement of people by building a 216-kilometre-long border fence along sections of the Southern border, increasing penalties for illegal border crossing and human trafficking, and introducing a special legal order situation due to the crisis caused by mass immigration. The refugee and migration crisis had a significant impact on Hungarian defence policy in two respects. On the one hand, the government involved the Hungarian Defence Forces in the construction of the border barrier and in managing border protection along the Southern border, and on the other hand, after the Parliament enacted special regulations in the Constitution on an emergency situation due to migration crisis and amended the National Defence Act (Government of Hungary 2015), the military also became involved in the management of migration. 19 

			Regarding the third strategic shock, contributing to the military tasks of combating international terrorism became an integral part of the international tasks of the Hungarian Defence Forces (HDF) only after the Madrid attack in March 2004 (not after the 9/11 attacks of 2011) (Government of Hungary 2004, Paragraph 70/c). As an outcome of ISIS-inspired terrorist attacks in Europe in 2015–2016, another emergency situation was codified in 2016, allowing the domestic use of the armed forces in a terrorist threat situation (Government of Hungary 2016a).

			Meanwhile, until 2010, the Hungarian Defence Forces had been moving on an almost unbroken trajectory of reducing personnel, the amount of military equipment, and military capabilities since the 1990s, despite joining NATO and the European Union. The last systemic procurements took place in the early 1980s, but since then there had only been episodes of gaining relatively modern equipment (T-72 tanks, MIG-29 fighter aircraft, Mistral air defence systems). In the period since the 1989 change of regime, it was only possible to keep up with the development of military technology on a case-by-case basis, for individual weapon systems (like the multi-purpose Gripen aircraft), while in general the lifecycle extension of the equipment (helicopters, transport aircraft) or the abandonment of capabilities (artillery, tanks) was typical. All of this made the comprehensive modernisation of the HDF inevitable by the 2010s.

			Hungary’s position in allied frameworks 
and the international engagement of the HDF

			The Hungarian political elite considered the assertion of interests in multilateral international organisations, instead of unilateral action, the path designated for the country – and feasible based on its capabilities – in the field of security and defence policy. Since 2010, Central European political – and even defence – cooperation has increasingly been emphasised, as exemplified in the 2020 National Security Strategy. Among Hungary’s partners in security and defence, the United States, the Visegrád countries, Poland, Germany and Turkey have been emphasised.

			The modernisation of the Hungarian Defence Forces is mainly being carried out by German, French, Turkish and Israeli and not American companies. However, it must be emphasised that the development of the Hungarian military fits into regional trends and the aspirations of NATO led by the United States: although with temporal differences, modernisation is taking place in all Central and Eastern European armed forces, and in several cases, the expansion of the military forces is also taking place – with the strengthening of territorial defence capabilities as a general trend. This means the development of heavy military equipment (armoured vehicles, artillery) and reserve forces (territorial defence), which are also priorities in Hungary.

			

			Hungarian role expansion within NATO

			Within NATO, Hungarian politics has represented ‘soft Atlanticist’ stance from the beginning. Collective defence, enshrined in Article 5 of the Washington Treaty, has been considered the cornerstone of Hungarian security. The alliance’s efforts that sometimes formulate global ambitions (like in the case of out-of-area operations) are received cautiously, in line with the Hungarian society’s security perception, which does not have any specified enemy image, and is rather inward-looking, than concerned about the stability of distant regions. At the same time, as defence was not prioritised before 2015, Hungary tried to fulfil its membership obligations despite its low defence budget (reaching only 0.83% of GDP in 2014) through greater participation in allied stabilisation operations in the Balkans (Kosovo Force – KFOR), in Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom) and in Afghanistan (International Security Assistance Force – ISAF) (Csiki et al. 2012). This unbalanced characteristic only changed after 2015, and during the 2020s, with sustained – even somewhat increased – responsibilities in KFOR and a dynamically increasing defence budget. By this, and the comprehensive development of the Hungarian Defence Forces that are fully in line with NATO’s defence planning and is driven by heightened interoperability, Hungary moved from being more of a security consumer into the position of a security provider, clearly strengthening allied efforts. At the same time, Budapest supports NATO’s role outside Europe within strong limits.

			Hungary’s NATO membership also created the opportunity to participate in NATO initiatives, such as contributing to the NATO Response Force (NRF), the airspace policing of Slovenia, the Baltic States, and lately, Slovakia, or the implementation of the Alliance’s contingency plans (Readiness Action Plan – RAP) in the 2010s. Furthermore, Hungary hosts NATO organisations such as the NATO Centre of Excellence for Medical Excellence (NATO MILMED CoE) based in Budapest, the Heavy Airlift Wing (HAW) in Pápa, the Communications and Information Squadron (NATO DCIS-M) or the NATO Force Integration Unit (NFIU) deployed in Székesfehérvár, which is now subordinate to the Hungarian-founded and -led HQ Multinational Division – Central (HQ MND-C), which has been integrated into NATO’s military command structure.

			As early as in 1998, so before joining NATO, the Hungarian Defence Forces offered a light rifle brigade capability for the Alliance’s defence – but only two battalion-size battlegroups reached full operational capability by 2007, with serious limitations. This experience showed that, despite the ambition present, lacking capability development and modernisation cannot be ignored. Therefore, one of the cornerstones of the armed forces development program’s planning was the ‘adjustment’ and thus the fulfilment of NATO obligations, which in light of the changed security environment currently constitutes of one medium brigade by 2023 and one heavy brigade by 2028 (Szloszjár 2017: 26–27).

			The overall experience and contribution of Hungary within NATO after 25 years of membership can be summarised as ‘role expansion’, including two main areas. From an institutional point of view, the Hungarian MoD, the HDF and the political elite have learnt to cooperate and work together in an alliance currently made up of 32 members, while military capabilities developed from compatibility towards interoperability a greater degree of joint planning and operational conduct. From the point of view of military expertise and lessons learnt, the HDF has undertaken and learnt many new roles through participating in the NATO missions mentioned earlier. Such new roles included supporting reconstruction efforts, force protection, training and mentoring local security forces, and operating the Kabul International Airport, among many others.

			Restraint within EU CSDP

			Compared to the deep and comprehensive, integrated cooperation of the HDF within NATO frameworks, participation in the European Union’s defence efforts has been more limited in scope. Although Hungary’s accession to the European Union in 2004 brought about significant changes in the country’s foreign relations, it had relatively little impact on Hungarian defence policy, apart from the involvement in the work of the EU’s security and defence policy institutions (Türke 2016: 10– 11). A meaningful field of EU defence cooperation has been contribution to EU Battlegroups (BGs), being part of the ‘MLF’ Battlegroup (Italy–Hungary–Slovenia, on stand-by in 2007, 2012), the ‘Visegrád 4’ BG (Poland – Hungary – the Czech Republic – Slovakia, on stand-by in 2016, 2019, 2023), soon to be followed by a German-led BG in 2025. Also, EUFOR Althea became the second largest military peacekeeping mission of the HDF after ISAF. However, this did not mean that the importance of the EU’s toolbox was not recognised in the field of non-military, ‘soft’ security challenges.

			Like many other EU Member States’, Hungary’s participation in the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) is characterised by a particular duality. On the one hand, Hungary participates in all policy initiatives concerning CSDP. Hungary is a member of the European Defence Agency (EDA) and has taken on a role in 13 projects within the framework of PESCO. For example, in the summer of 2022, the European Defence Fund (EDF) awarded support to six multinational research projects with Hungarian participation for the development of artificial intelligence, 5G communications, satellite technology, sensors and drone technology (European Commission 2022). Meanwhile, Hungary plays a leading role in one PESCO project (EUROSIM, which strengthens the sharing of tactical training and simulation experience) and participates in eight other projects (Nádudvari et al. 2020: 27). As data provided by the Hungarian Ministry of Defence shows, Hungarian soldiers participated in 12 EU operations between 2004 and 2020, with a total of 2,335 troops, the largest number of them deployed in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The high-level political recognition of the Hungarian involvement in the Western Balkans was represented by the appointment of Major General László Sticz to lead EUFOR Althea in 2024.

			On the other hand, the Hungarian Government is keen on retaining elements of national sovereignty within the European Union, following a model of ‘an integration of strong nation states’ in Europe building cooperation in intergovernmental decisions (versus a federalist ‘ever-closer union’ approach built around sovereignty-sharing). As CSDP has remained an intergovernmental area within the EU, calls for developing ‘European armed forces’ are only rhetorically supported, while the technical deepening, or the extension of qualified majority voting to new areas have categorically been refused until now (Varga 2019; Nádudvari–Varga 2019; Molnár et al. 2020).

			The strategic framework of defence modernisation

			Considering the entire period since NATO accession, it can be said that the transformation and reshaping of the Hungarian Defence Forces was a slow, stagnant process, which was mostly affected by the underfunding of the defence sector and its consequences. Subsequent governments did not move the development of the defence forces forward in the same way: while some had a clear vision of the direction of the transformation of the force, others only wanted to ‘operate’ the HDF in a manner that it more or less met allied commitments and political expectations, without investing too many resources in substantial capability development.

			The reduction of the military force – both in numbers and capabilities, equipment – was a dominant process from 1999 to 2009. The number of personnel of the HDF – first as a result of the strategic review of the first Orbán Government (1998–2022), then the defence review of the Medgyessy Government (2003), and the ‘expeditionary army’ concept of the second Gyurcsány Government (2006–2009) – decreased HDF personnel to 23,950 troops by 2007, while the number of military units decreased to 33 by 2009 (Government of Hungary 2007). Moreover, the reductions were mostly carried out through across-the-board cuts, since the political and military leaders (officially) sought to maintain a full-spectrum military force, thus primarily focusing on its quantitative transformation.

			Unfortunately, in the first decade of Hungary’s NATO membership, no military reform was consistently implemented. Without providing additional resources, it was not possible to counteract the aging of the Hungarian Defence Forces’ military equipment, change the practice of depleting existing stocks, or remedy the shortage of personnel in the HDF and the low financial recognition of its personnel (Végh 2018: 8).

			The Fidesz–KDNP coalition government that came to power in 2010 relatively quickly began to review existing defence policy principles, and between 2010 and 2013 it implemented a number of minor organisational changes within the HDF – like starting to build up the voluntary reserve system, allowing three types of reserves: voluntary operational reserve, voluntary territorial defence reserve, and voluntary defence reserve; integrating the military career and national defence education into the system of public services; and transforming the Hungarian national security structure by establishing the Military National Security Service.

			Even though the HDF became an all-voluntary and fully professional force in November 2004, its actual development could only take place after the dynamic increase in the defence budget began in 2016, underpinning the comprehensive National Defence and Armed Forces Development Program, then dubbed ‘Zrínyi 2026’.

			The strategic objectives and main pillars that make up the framework of this comprehensive national defence and armed forces development program can be mapped indirectly based on the 2020 National Security Strategy (NSS) (Government of Hungary 2020), the 2021 National Military Strategy (NMS) (Government of Hungary 2021), and some policy statements and scientific articles only, because the program’s planning directives have remained classified. Specific Defence Industrial Strategies had also been adopted in 2021 and 2023, but these were not publicly disclosed either, thus can only be assessed through secondary sources.

			The strategic goal up to 2030 is to create a comprehensive national defence system that can defend against military threats, protect against hybrid challenges, as well as perform civilian crisis management tasks (NSS, Article 126). To this end,

			“The Hungarian Defence Forces must comprise well-equipped and well-trained forces in addition to flexible, effectively deployable, sustainable, and adequately interoperable capabilities while striving to improve their ability to meet qualitative as well as quantitative requirements. In addition to its conventional territorial defence and international crisis management tasks, they must also be capable of contributing to the management of a crisis caused by mass migration or the threat of terrorism, playing a role in the prevention of hybrid attacks, and assisting in the mitigation of the consequences of natural or industrial disasters. The military must be developed to deliver effects in all the operational domains that are relevant to Hungary: land, air and cyberspace alike” (NSS, Article 135).

			Therefore, the armed forces development plans did not aim at creating specialised (‘niche’) capabilities, but rather a – relatively – broad spectrum of HDF capabilities. The means of realising these goals were the national defence and armed forces development program (NSS, Articles 27–28), the strengthening of military cyber defence capabilities (NSS, Article 159), and the development of national defence industry (NSS, Articles 2, 5, 6, 28–29, 105, 128, 136) (Csiki Varga – Tálas 2020: 89–112).

			In accordance with the NSS, the National Military Strategy not only clarified the government’s strategic considerations and the views of military commanders on modern warfare that were behind the armed forces development program but also summarised the drivers of the developments between 2016–2021 and set tasks for the 2020s. The strategy organised the tasks of the Hungarian Defence Forces into two comprehensive groups: the national dimension contains nine comprehensive tasks, the international dimension six comprehensive tasks, with numerous sub-tasks. 20 

			An increased ambition and underpinning goals in procurement, personnel and structure can also be observed with a modernisation horizon of 2032. The HDF must become

			“a highly mobile joint force that is equipped with modern arms and is capable of rapid reaction and effective intervention simultaneously in several theatres, through possessing information and decision-making superiority, by relying on its all-volunteer professional and reserve forces, within both national and allied frameworks” (Sticz – Seprődi-Kiss 2020: 6).

			As a result, the Hungarian Defence Forces

			“will be able to guarantee the security and sovereignty of Hungary both through credible deterrence based on its national capabilities, and within the framework of collective defence, together with allies (benefitting from security guarantees and contributing to strengthening these), as well as through international peace operations that contribute to the stability of the international system by building partnerships, security sector reform, and training” (Sticz – Seprődi-Kiss 2020: 6).

			To realise these goals, the force structure development plans are built on a four-brigade structure through increasing troop numbers from the current 26,700 active, plus 11,000 reserves to 37,650 active duty plus 20,000 reserve soldiers.

			As we can clearly see, technological modernisation has been a central element of the ongoing armed forces development program, which practically encompasses across-the-board procurements in almost every armed service: small and light weapons, ammunition, anti-tank weapons, infantry fighting vehicles, tanks, artillery ranging from mortars to long-range artillery; light and medium utility and multi-purpose helicopters, military transport, training and combat aircraft, air defence and missile defence; command, control and communication, as well as logistics, repair and maintenance capabilities are under modernisation. The current and future development of the national defence technological and industrial base supports this endeavour.

			The ongoing comprehensive national defence and armed forces modernisation program

			As we mentioned before, the planning directives and detailed procurement plans of the comprehensive national defence and armed forces modernisation program have not been publicly disclosed, limiting transparency and oversight regarding the realisation of the program. Therefore, one can get a picture of the structuring and sequencing of the modernisation in retrospect, through the overview of recent years’ purchases and the announced medium- and long-term development plans. The program can be divided into two comprehensive phases and several smaller stages to achieve the sub-goals – although this is not an official government narrative.

			

			The first comprehensive phase of the program takes place between 2016–2026, in line with the long-term, ten-year planning cycle of the Hungarian Defence Forces (hence the original name ‘Zrínyi 2026’). The second phase certainly includes the period between 2026–2032, in line with NATO’s current defence planning cycle (Magyar Hírlap 2020). These can be further divided into five smaller stages along the sub-goals.

			In the first phase, the program was planned and prepared between 2015–2018, based on a comprehensive assessment of Hungary’s security environment and an analysis of military threats. The first military equipment procurement and defence industry development decisions were made, the first procurement and development agreements were concluded, and then deliveries began. In the fall of 2018, a decision was also made to increase the number of personnel in the Hungarian Defence Forces by nearly eight thousand people, to reach the aforementioned 37,650 active troop number, while the target number of volunteer reservists was set at 20,000 (Kálmánfi 2022).

			The second phase is the first stage of military equipment procurement and defence industry investments between 2018–2023, and its planning endpoint is achieving the operational capability of the medium rifle brigade offered to NATO. During this phase, procurements began, along with the delivery of military equipment, in several capability development projects of the air force (e.g. H145M helicopters, Zlin training aircraft), in the case of heavy equipment of the ground forces (Leopard 2A4 training tanks, PzH 2000 self-propelled guns), and the modernisation of individual weapons of riflemen (light weapons and small arms, personal equipment). During this phase, assembly and production lines for small arms were built in Kiskunfélegyháza, the Airbus parts factory in Gyula, the Lynx factory in Zalaegerszeg, and the Gidran production lines in Kaposvár. This five-year period laid the foundations for the expansion of military industrial production and the connections between the German and Hungarian military firms (Rheinmetall, Krauss-Maffei Wegmann), while the Hungarian military industrial portfolio was also expanded with two foreign military industrial companies (Hirtenberger Defence Systems, Aero Vodochody).

			In the third phase, between 2023–2026, the part of major military assets that was previously contracted and is not purchased through off-the-shelf procurement, are manufactured and delivered, such as the Embraer KC-390 military transport aircraft, L-39NG aircraft, Airbus H225M helicopters for the air force, and the Leopard 2A7+ tanks and Lynxes for the ground forces.

			The fourth phase, between 2026–2028, will continue the work aimed at creating the heavy brigade and achieving its operational capability through the delivery of previously ordered military equipment, the training of the personnel for the fielded equipment, and through military exercises. The end of the phase will be reaching full operational capability of the heavy brigade offered to NATO in 2028.

			Finally, in the fifth phase, between 2028–2032 and thereafter, long-term development will take place. The second half of the decade will be a period of ‘finetuning’ the operation of the modern equipment, the cooperation between subunits in national and international frameworks, and the deepening of interoperability, also in terms of possible first operational roles. By the end of the 2020s, the replenishment of the expanded force structure and the related training tasks will represent the greatest human resource challenge facing the Hungarian Defence Forces (Csiki Varga 2025).

			Reconstituting defence 
industrial capacities

			To underpin the above assessed force development goals, subsequent Defence Industrial Strategies identified six clusters around which investments, partnerships and development will be centred in the next decade. These clusters and their flagship projects are as follows:

			1.IVF, APC production and military vehicles manufacturing in Zala, Somogy and Győr counties (Southwest and Northwest Hungary). As the most important element, the joint venture Rheinmetall Hungary will provide Lynx infantry fighting vehicles (218 pieces, out of which 172 will be manufactured in Zalaegerszeg), supplied with StrikeShield active protection system, including Israeli LR-2 Spyke anti-tank rockets. Future innovation projects might include integrating the Israeli-made Trophy active protection system and Rheinmetall’s Oerlikon Skyranger anti-aircraft system to Lynx. Cooperation with Rheinmetall also includes the procurement/manufacturing of 300 armoured personnel carriers, 40 of which bought from Turkish Norul Makina in its original design (Ejder Yalcin), while the remaining 260 will become a Hungarian configuration called Gidran, equipped with a wide range of sensors and flexible in functional fitting (produced in Győr, in cooperation with Hungarian vehicle manufacturer Rába). 4 × 4 vehicles and military trucks will be produced in Kaposvár. This cluster also includes a test range (ZalaZone) and validation laboratories to support innovation, particularly for autonomous vehicles, based on the example of Rheinmetall’s Mission Master XT. The design and development of a new 8 × 8 hybrid next generation fighting vehicle in cooperation with Rheinmetall and Krauss-Maffei Wegmann is also an option, which might even serve as a long-term replacement of the BTR-80 IFV in the HDF (currently unresolved). Furthermore, news of participating in the research and development phase of Rheinmetall’s next generation main battle tank, the KF51 Panther – equipped with a 130 mm gun, active defence systems, AI-assisted fire control system, associated drones and a range of sensors – has been aired in 2023 (Huszák 2023).

			2.Aviation industry in Békés county (Southeast Hungary). A rather small but high-value footprint from Airbus Helicopters will provide for helicopter engine parts’ production in Gyula, accompanied by surface treatment for helicopter parts by Satys PSP Hungary Ltd. Brazilian Embraer – from whom HDF procures 2 KC-390 military transport planes – also announced the establishment of an R&D centre in Hungary.

			3.Small arms production in Bács-Kiskun county (Southern Hungary). Based on the licence of Ceská Zbrojovka, MoD Arzenál assembles small arms in Kiskunfélegyháza, together with Unique Alpine machine guns, and the development of Hungarian-designed Gestamen small arms family. Colt CZ Group and N7 Holding Ltd. established a joint venture for small arms production. Dynamit Noble Defence and MoD Arzenál will produce reactive armour (possibly DND ERA to be integrated into the Lynx IFV), as well as anti-tank weapons for light infantry.

			4.Ammunition and explosives production in Veszprém and Fejér counties (Central Hungary). Rheinmetall Waffe Ammunition develops two facilities in the vicinity of Várpalota: one to manufacture 30, 120 and 155 mm artillery shells (for the Leopard 2 tanks, Lynx IFVs, and PzH-2000 artillery), while the other to produce hexogen / RDX explosives. The relocation of the Hirtenberger Defence Systems’ mortar production capacities to this area is to take place in 2024.

			5.Radio and satellite communication systems manufacture in Budapest and Fejér county (Central Hungary). In the field of defence information technology, communication and space industry, 4iG – a joint venture of Rheinmetall AG (51%), 4iG Ltd. (39%) and MoD EI Ltd. (10%) – is the leading actor, also serving as a systems integrator for network-based C4 functions. 4iG Group has been expanding its portfolio beyond telecommunication services and IT system integration to include space, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), counter-UAV and defence digitalisation. Furthermore, in 2022 4iG acquired an initial 20% stake in Israeli company Spacecom, with an option for further 31% in the next 3 years. From 2024 the orbital slot, currently providing space-based telecommunication opportunities for Spacecom in lease from Hungary, is occupied by CarpathiaSat, a 4iG joint venture. The slot is planned to be used for launching Hungary’s first ever commercial satellite in approximately 5 years’ time. Most recently, the 4iG subsidy Remred Space Technologies began to develop a facility (Remtech) in Martonvásár, capable of producing, testing and validating space systems, including satellites up to 400 kilograms, entering the market of low Earth orbit space assets in the coming years.

			6.Radar production in Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg county (Northeast Hungary). When providing for the procurement of ELM-2084 multi-mission radars (11 pieces) for the HDF, Rheinmetall Canada places the production and later the maintenance of these assets to Nyírtelek.

			In sum, one could characterise the next decade of Hungarian defence industry as attempting to grow from a backward garage-operated small enterprise into a well-established national, and in some areas an internationally recognised company with and innovative edge and sizeable arms export potential. Figure 1 summarises how the defence industrial ecosystem has been recreated and is being functionally developed to underpin the development programs described above.
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					Figure 1. Research, development and innovation in the Hungarian defence industrial ecosystem

					Source: Compiled by the authors based on Végvári 2023: 77.

				

			

			

			Defence expenditure trends

			Like most European countries, Hungary also went from enjoying the peace dividend of the 1990s to residual financing of the armed forces after the turn of the millennium: only minimal resources were spent on the military, because it was among the last government portfolio elements in order of importance when planning the budget. This was also facilitated by the societal perception of security, because people did not perceive military threats, but rather focused on financial and economic security (Radványi 2008; Etl–Tálas 2020; Deák et al. 2022).

			After the turn of the millennium, the defence budget stabilised at around 300–330 billion forints until 2008, which, together with the Gripen lease, made any meaningful modernisation impossible. However, from 2009 onwards, even this funding began to decline. Thus, in 2014, a decade after the Hungarian accession to the EU, and 15 years after NATO accession, the defence budget was 54.5 billion forints (17.5%) lower than in 2004. 2015 was the turning point, when, due to the previously mentioned strategic shocks, Hungarian security perception began to change and the improvement in the economic situation made more financial resources available. This drive was also strengthened by the political commitment sealed at the Newport NATO summit to increase its defence spending towards 2% of GDP, expected to be reached by 2024 (Csiki et al. 2014).

			The dynamic and predictable growth of the defence budget was ensured by Government Decree 1273/2016 (Government of Hungary 2016b) that extended the planned period of growth until 2026, assuming an annual growth of 0.1% of GDP, reaching a minimum of 1.79% by 2026. Finally, the significant resource requirement of the program was met through Government Decree 1283/2017 (Government of Hungary 2017a), creating the conditions of providing both for defence modernisation in real terms and meeting the NATO 2% requirement in 2023, one year ahead of schedule (Németh–Palkovics 2022). Moreover, the government also set the goal of maintaining this level beyond 2024.

			The launch of the national defence and armed forces development program was approved by Government Decree 1298/2017 (Government of Hungary 2017b) after the modernisation and procurement plans were completed in 2016. Following a ‘lost decade’ between 2004–2014, the defence expenditure increased sevenfold between 2014–2024 by reaching 4.68 billion euros, thus fulfilling both NATO Member States’ Wales defence pledge and the commitment to spend a minimum of 20% of defence expenditures on procurements and modernisation (actually exceeding 35% since 2019) (NATO 2024). At the same time, it is also worth pointing out that the increase in resources supporting the modernisation program, initially estimated at 3,500 billion forints, but a much larger expenditure overall, means nothing more than returning resources that had not been spent in the previous two decades in the national defence subsystem (Csiki Varga – Lázár 2021: 6).

			The current forecast of the Ministry of Defence to 2030 counts with not only sustaining the 2% GDP ratio but further expanding it by a gradual increase of 0.1% annually, to reach 2.6% by 2030, which would amount to about 7 billion euros (Figure 2). This investment background can stabilise armed forces development and offer substantial development prospects for the defence industrial base as well.
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					Figure 2. The Hungarian defence spending trend, 2014–2030

					Source: Compiled by the authors based on Respective Laws on the Central Budget of Hungary, 2013–2024, and MoD forecast for 2025–2030.

				

			

			Conclusions

			After significant downsizing and capability losses during the 1990s and continued underfinancing that prevented major modernisation throughout the next decade, a fundamental transformation of the Hungarian Defence Forces began from the mid-2010s. The comprehensive national defence and armed forces modernisation program is the most substantial capability development package since the 1980s, building on pillars of large-scale equipment procurements, the reestablishment of defence industrial capacities with significant international tie-ins to European production chains, the expansion of manpower, and the dynamic expansion of defence expenditures. The program runs fully in line with NATO’s defence planning and capability development processes, which constitute the cornerstone of Hungary’s defence and deterrence. These developments, running to the 2030s, make it possible for Hungary to evolve from security consumer to being a security provider within the Alliance.
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					19	This was the first time when the HDF was tasked with supporting the work of domestic agencies and services inland, as implementing law enforcement normally was not comprised in the traditional tasks of the armed forces. Another such occasion was the participation of the HDF in managing the state of emergency in the healthcare crisis caused by the Covid pandemic in 2020–2021.

				
				
					20	National tasks are the following: defence, deterrence, crisis management, resilience, cooperation with civilian institutions in a whole-of-government approach, national defence (territorial defence, reserve forces, defence logistics, supporting law enforcement), civil–military relations (cultivating patriotism, ownership and defence-related obligations, recruitment), defence economy and representative roles. International tasks are NATO collective defence, international crisis management, host nation support, EU mutual assistance and solidarity; increasing interoperability in multinational formats; participation in regional defence initiatives.
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			Germany

			Missing a European Zeitenwende?

			Introduction

			Given that the Western alliance system is the main pillar of German foreign policy, it is reasonable to assume that it is an active promoter and supporter of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) (formerly European Security and Defence Policy, ESDP). Three days after the invasion of Ukraine, Chancellor Olaf Scholz announced a Zeitenwende (turning point) in foreign policy, which included a radical reassessment of relations with Russia, a firm commitment to the support of Ukraine and the transformation of the Bundeswehr into a modern deterrent force. As he stressed in his speech in Prague in August 2022, Germany intends to implement this foreign policy change in a Europeanised framework (Scholz, 2022). However, after more than three years, it seems that the Zeitenwende has failed to live up to its expectations and is more an adjustment rather than a real turn in security and defence policy. In practice, Germany tends to pursue its national interests and is reluctant to Europeanise the announced Zeitenwende. I argue that Germany is both a driving force and an obstacle to a more militarily autonomous European Union.

			This chapter looks at Germany’s role in the European Union’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), its development and implementation. First, the main trends of German security and defence policy are described, followed by Germany’s approach to the CSDP, its relationship to European strategic autonomy, its involvement in European defence initiatives and its participation in CSDP operations. The novelty of the following chapter might be that it attempts to provide a comprehensive picture of Germany’s role from its involvement in the creation of the European Security and Defence Policy until the latest EU defence initiatives which were launched during the War in Ukraine.

			

			Main trends of Germany’s security and defence policy

			The reunification further strengthened the Federal Republic of Germany as Europe’s leading political and economic power. However, this elevated position of power did not result in a radical change in Germany’s foreign and security policy role. Germany remained a civilian power, which, as a member of the Western alliance with a normative foreign policy, pursued its interests strictly through multilateral forms of international cooperation (mainly EU, NATO, UN), subordinated itself to international law and supranational institutions, and regarded military force only as a last resort (Maull 2018). However, because of the cooperative European order that emerged with the end of the Cold War, Germany’s security perception changed, focusing more on challenges of global governance rather than on traditional military threats, thus defence spending gradually declined and collective defence capabilities eroded (Bagger 2018). By the early 2010s, the political elite had become disinterested in security policy issues and focused their attention on the reform process in the Eurozone and the EU (Bertram 2015).

			The turning point came in 2014 with the increased deterioration of European security: the Russian annexation of Crimea clearly violated international law, civil wars in the Middle East and Africa (Yemen, Syria, Libya) and the rise of terrorist organisations (Islamic State, African jihadist organisations) threatened to destabilise Europe’s neighbourhood, and in 2015–2016, the migration crisis and terrorist attacks in Paris, Brussels and Berlin posed a direct threat. The incoming grand coalition government wanted a radical break with the “culture of restraint” in the face of international criticism and a changing security environment. In their speeches at the Munich Security Conferences in 2014 and 2015, Federal President Joachim Gauck, Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen and Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier stressed that Germany, as the world’s fourth largest economy, is increasingly exposed to changes in the international security order and must therefore contribute to international peace and security in line with its economic and political weight. The new foreign and security policy narrative, the “Munich Consensus”, was reflected in new strategy documents and actual steps, including Berlin’s leading role in the Minsk Agreements, the deployment of the Bundeswehr in NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence in Lithuania, the increase of development aid and the increase of defence budget from 1.19% to 1.51% by 2020 (Bunde 2020; NATO Public Diplomacy Division 2017; NATO Public Diplomacy Division 2023). By 2017, however, the “Munich Consensus” had lost momentum and was ultimately unable to bring about a fundamental paradigm shift in security policy. The main reason for this is that, although there was agreement among political actors on Germany’s greater international role, there was no unanimous consensus on how to achieve it (Leonard–Puglierin 2021).
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					Figure 1. The development of the German defence budget 2010–2024

					Source: NATO Public Diplomacy Division 2017; NATO Public Diplomacy Division 2023; NATO Public Diplomacy Division 2024

				

			

			The Russian aggression against Ukraine has led to a new turn in German foreign and security policy. In his speech to parliament on 27 February 2022, Chancellor Olaf Scholz announced the Zeitenwende, a major shift in foreign and security policy. The Zeitenwende’s main defence policy elements were an increase in defence spending to more than 2% of GDP and the creation of a special fund of 100 billion euros to fill the Bundeswehr’s capability gap. In addition, Scholz announced support of Ukraine through arms transfers, a break with the previous policy of strict arms exports. 21  Germany also made a definitive break with its policy of Wandel durch Handel (change through trade) towards Russia, supporting EU sanctions and cancelling the Nord Stream 2 project. Germany announced the European Sky Shield Initiative with 14 European countries. Berlin has initiated its first permanent military deployment in Lithuania with a brigade-sized unit (Zeit Online 2022).

			In June 2023, the government published Germany’s first national security strategy, an important step forward in German strategic thinking. The strategy adopts a broad understanding of security. Its keyword is integrated security, which covers not only the military sector but also the economic, environmental, social and information sectors and seeks to coordinate them. The first pillar of the document is “Wehrhaftigkeit” (robustness), which includes, inter alia, the development of credible deterrence and defence capabilities, the strengthening of the European pillar of the transatlantic alliance and the common foreign and security policy, the development of European defence industry, more active involvement in EU crisis management, and a strengthened arms export policy that takes into account strategic interests. The second pillar of the document is resilience, which covers countering hybrid threats, disaster preparedness and cybersecurity, as well as reducing unilateral economic dependencies and diversifying supply chains, for example by building EU trade partnerships and strengthening the EU internal market. The third pillar of the strategy is sustainability, which covers climate protection, development aid and various areas of human security (Die Bundesregierung 2023).

			One of the biggest uncertainties in the Zeitenwende is the issue of the special fund for the Bundeswehr (Sondervermögen). Olaf Scholz’s promise in February 2022 that “from now on we will invest more than two per cent of our gross domestic product in defence each year” is open to doubt based on financial planning. Under the special fund law, which was approved by the Bundestag in June 2022, the 2% target is to be achieved by using the special fund over a maximum of 5 years. The 100-billion-euro special fund is therefore counted in the regular defence budget and not on top of it. After the special fund has been spent, the defence budget is to be used to finance defence reform (Bundesministerium der Justiz – Bundesamt für Justiz 2022). However, the parliament approved in 2024 51.95 billion euros while the government’s proposed financial plan provides for 2025–2026 only 52 billion euros and for 2027 51.9 billion euros which are far from the 2% target (Deutscher Bundestag 2023; Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2024c). In 2024 the defence budget reached the 2% goal (73 billion euros) but only with the special fund (Deutschlandfunk 2024). 22 

			All in all, the Zeitenwende announced by Scholz can rather be seen as an adjustment. The special fund has made defence reform goals more achievable, but it will be hardly able to cover all the Bundeswehr’s needs, and the base defence budget would have to be continuously increased (Csiki Varga – Etl 2022). In addition to the financial resources, the same structural problems that accompanied the previous defence reforms persist, in particular the bureaucratic and inefficient procurement system. Furthermore, the defence industry needs to be able to adapt to increased defence spending and procurement, as its production capacity has shrunk over the past 30 years, and it is facing supply problems and labour shortages (Mölling–Schütz 2022).

			Germany’s approach to CSDP

			Berlin’s position on the CSDP is crucially shaped by Germany’s unique historical past. European integration is ultimately a fundamental component of German identity after 1945. For Germany, European defence cooperation is of symbolic importance, which it sees as a project to maintain and strengthen the political unity of the European Union. Multilateralism and openness to supranational integration were fundamental elements of German foreign policy identity after World War II. Germany rarely acts unilaterally in foreign policy. These elements are also dominant in defence policy. When the Bundeswehr was created, it was designed to always act in a multinational, allied framework. One might therefore reasonably assume that the German politico-military elite is more open to defence integration than other large European states (Bunde 2021).

			The reality is more complex. Although German diplomats have traditionally been more open to a stronger EU role in security and defence policy, the Ministry of Defence and the military leadership have traditionally been socialised within the NATO framework. There is a consensus among the political and military leadership that NATO and the EU contribute to European security in a complementary way. In Berlin’s understanding, there is no contradiction between the idea of a transatlantic alliance and European defence, with closer European defence serving to strengthen the European pillar of NATO (Banka 2023; Bunde 2021). However, Germany’s commitment to the CSDP is less clear. Following the British–French declaration in Saint-Malo, 23  the German EU Presidency under the SPD–Green Government played a key role in launching and giving substance to the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) at the Cologne summit in 1999. Although the ESDP was initiated by the British–French couple, there was considerable disagreement between them about its purpose. While Britain wanted to strengthen the European pillar of the transatlantic alliance, France wanted to strengthen European strategic autonomy, as such the German mediating role was of great importance (Algieri 2011). Germany, along with France, Belgium and Luxembourg, pushed for a European headquarters for planning and conducting CSDP missions, although the initiative was ultimately vetoed by Great Britain and Member States (Iso-Markku – Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2020). Moreover, Berlin’s commitment to ESDP was also heavily influenced by the Iraq War which was incompatible with Germany’s civilian power role. Berlin also wanted to avoid being isolated by its position in the Iraq War by seeking to form a coalition with France for European security (Miskimmon 2007). The social democratic and green coalition government emphasised a broad understanding of security, including political, economic, environmental, social and military dimensions. It was mainly the idea of Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer that civilian crisis management was incorporated into the CSDP and the 2003 European Security Strategy. This German position fits into the concept of civilian power. The Schröder governments also supported the CSDP because 9/11 had decisively changed the German concept of security. As a consequence of the “global war on terror”, the main task of the Bundeswehr was now declared to be crisis management rather than territorial defence. For Berlin, the significance of the CSDP lay in the EU’s ability to act in its neighbourhood for crisis management. However, the Schröder governments treated the CSDP as a partner of NATO. Berlin decision-makers therefore supported the Berlin Plus Agreement, 24  which allowed the EU to use NATO capabilities in peace operations (Chappell 2012). In this early period of CSDP, Germany also joined the Franco–British plans for the EU battlegroup concept. Berlin declared that it would take a leading role in three battlegroups and participate in three others (Iso-Markku – Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2020). However, Germany, alongside Great Britain, prevented the Battlegroups from being deployed when other Member States, including France, called for it (Major–Mölling 2010).

			German commitment to the CSDP waned in the second half of the 2000s. This was largely because the post-2005 governments led by Angela Merkel pursued a different security and defence policy direction. The second Merkel Government was hardly interested in security and defence policy, as it was concentrating rather on the global financial and euro crisis (Iso-Markku – Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2020). Moreover, Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle and Merkel stressed that grouping within the EU, i.e. multi-speed integration, was not acceptable. The German leadership therefore did not follow the Schröder cabinets’ commitment to European defence. Berlin did not support the deployment of EU battlegroups in African operations, mainly due to the limited intervention capabilities of the Bundeswehr (Becker 2013). Germany tried to take the CSDP forward with the Ghent Initiative in 2010. The initiative focused on the pooling and sharing of military capabilities to enable Member States to develop their military capabilities more cost-effectively. The initiative was endorsed by the European Council in December 2013. Germany, however, failed to renew the CSDP because in 2010 France and the U.K. signed the Lancaster House Treaties, 25  which operated only on a bilateral basis and covered areas not covered by the CSDP, such as nuclear deterrence. Berlin lacked the political will to lead by example. Germany’s leading role in the CSDP was also limited by its abstention from the NATO intervention in Libya at the UN Security Council in 2011, thus directly confronting its allies. Merkel rather backed High Representative Catherine Ashton’s approach to focus EU military missions on training and capability development. This coincided with Merkel’s “doctrine” of strengthening local actors rather than direct military intervention (Iso-Markku – Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2020).

			The “Munich Consensus”, announced by leading German politicians in 2014–2015, brought back security and defence affairs into German political discourse. Initially, this renewed commitment to European security was not implemented on the CSDP level. However, it was a crucial development that Germany, together with other member states, responded to the French Government’s call for the activation of the EU’s mutual assistance clause (Treaty of the European Union, Article 42) following the terrorist attacks in Paris in November 2015. Germany supported France by sending Tornado reconnaissance jets to Syria and increased its troops in the European Union Training Mission in Mali (EUTM Mali) and the United Nations’ MINUSMA mission. The main change in the CSDP and the German position was brought about by Brexit and, more importantly, by Donald Trump’s actions. The exit of Britain, traditionally sceptical of the CSDP, opened new perspectives for European defence integration. President Trump’s statements have led to the conclusion that the U.S. will no longer be committed to European security. Trump’s criticisms and transactional approach have led Berlin’s decision-makers to reassess Europe’s geopolitical role, which was visible in the changed political rhetoric and efforts in the CSDP. Angela Merkel’s call in 2017 that “we Europeans really must take our destiny into our own hands” is indicative of this change (FAZ 2017). Merkel’s statement was followed by several calls for European autonomous action from German politicians. On a practical level, Ursula von der Leyen, together with her French counterpart Jean-Yves Le Drian, presented a series of proposals, which were supported by both the European Commission and the European Council. Two of the most important initiatives were the Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPC), the first EU command responsible for the operational planning and conduct of non-executive EU missions, and the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) capability development programmes. With the support of Italy, Spain as well as four smaller Member States (Belgium, the Czech Republic, Finland and the Netherlands) the two initiatives were established in 2017 (Iso-Markku – Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2020). The German Presidency in 2020, along with France, also played a key role in the creation of the EU Strategic Compass (Sus 2021).

			In case of the early period of CSDP as well as the MPCC and PESCO, it can be clearly seen that Germany was only able and willing to take the lead in CSDP if it could form a coalition with other leading EU Member States. Thus, Germany assumed the role of a “co-leader” in the CSDP (Iso-Markku – Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet 2020).

			The military modernisation announced as part of the Zeitenwende in February 2022 has not led to a European turn in German security and defence policy. For Germany, NATO is the cornerstone of European defence, and the Bundeswehr’s planning follows almost exclusively the NATO planning process. Germany’s main interest is to strengthen the European pillar of NATO. Berlin is confident that by relying on NATO, it will bind the United States to Europe in the long term (Puglierin 2024a). This current position is reflected in the strategic documents. Although the 2021 coalition treaty expressed support for CSDP and increased cooperation between the European armed forces (Mehr Fortschritt Wagen 2021), the National Security Strategy published in 2023 identifies NATO as the cornerstone of European and German security (Die Bundesregierung 2023). The latest Defence Policy Guidelines, like previous documents, emphasise the importance of NATO – EU cooperation. The document stresses the complementary nature of the EU in the economic and humanitarian sectors of security (Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2023a).

			Overall, Germany’s commitment to the CSDP is half-hearted. German public opinion and the political elite are generally characterised by a Europeanised identity (Katzenstein 1997), but other factors also shape security policy practice. According to a 2023 survey by the Bundeswehr Institute of Military History and Social Sciences, more than 60% of the public support the CSDP and Germany’s closer cooperation with its European partners, but only 48% think the EU should be an independent security and defence actor. However, alongside the Europeanised identity, there is a clear anti-militarist attitude. 47% clearly reject the idea of Germany playing a leading military role in the EU (Graf 2024). This is confirmed by a recent survey by the Körber Stiftung, which found that 71% do not want Germany to be a leading military power (Körber Stiftung 2023). Political parties are also divided on European defence integration. While the mainstream parties (CDU–CSU, SPD, Greens/Alliance ’90) support it in their manifestos, the far-left Die Linke, the Bündnis Sahra Wagenknecht and the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AFD) reject the militarisation of the EU. The parties have traditionally insisted on the Bundestag’s control over the armed forces, which Germany’s allies often criticise as an obstacle to defence integration (Bunde 2021; Bündnis Sahra Wagenknecht 2024). Thus, Germany’s approach to the CSDP is defined by a commitment to multilateralism and integration, which leads to support for the CSDP in principle, and is limited in practice by an anti-militarist stance.

			Germany and the question of European strategic autonomy

			The discourse on European strategic autonomy has been present in European institutions and Member States for decades, but in Germany, it has been revived by the actions of President Donald Trump. Trump has criticised Germany’s defence spending in particular and has also hinted at the withdrawal of 12,000 U.S. troops from Germany. As mentioned above, the German rhetoric emphasised more the need for European autonomy because of the Trump Administration, but President Macron’s critical tone towards NATO was not followed. Merkel distanced herself from the French President’s statement that NATO is brain dead (Banka 2023). In her 2020 article, Defence Minister Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer responded to Macron’s call for European strategic autonomy by stating: “Illusions of European strategic autonomy must come to an end: Europeans will not be able to replace America’s crucial role as a security provider.” Furthermore, “we have to acknowledge that, for the foreseeable future, we will remain dependent [on the U.S.]” (Kramp-Karrenbauer 2020). Similarly, Christoph Heusgen, Merkel’s Security Policy Adviser, said about European sovereignty that: “This phrase is misleading, making claims that we cannot meet in the foreseeable future. We cannot secure the Kabul airport to evacuate our citizens without the Americans, let alone conduct major military operations. That is why I think it is presumptuous to talk about European sovereignty” (Heusgen 2022). For German decision-makers, European strategic autonomy is compatible with NATO and not an alternative to it. In her 2020 speech following Joe Biden’s electoral victory, Merkel expressed that the European calls to do more should be embedded within the transatlantic alliance (Banka 2023). As Claudia Major put it: “From a German point of view, there is no contradiction between stronger European commitment and strong transatlantic ties. They are considered mutually reinforcing” (LATO 2021).

			After Merkel the new government coalition parties in 2021 emphasised in their coalition treaty the European sovereignty, by which they meant not only the military dimension but also geopolitical, climate, economic and technological autonomy (Mehr Fortschritt Wagen 2021). Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock expressed that “the much-discussed strategic sovereignty is in any case not primarily a military question, but rather an economic and technological one” (Baerbock 2021). As Chancellor Olaf Scholz said in his Prague speech in August 2022, European sovereignty means that Europe must take greater responsibility in all fields of security. Thus, unilateral dependencies in the economy, energy and technology must be eliminated. In defence, he stressed joint procurement and development and proposed the creation of a separate permanent council of defence ministers within the Council of the European Union. The Chancellor pledged that Germany would be the leading nation for the EU Rapid Deployment Capacity of 5,000 troops by 2025. For the planning and conducting of EU military operations, he proposed the establishment of a permanent EU headquarters. Scholz envisioned a “geopolitical Europe” which is capable of acting autonomously in the new security environment. For autonomous action, he reiterated the need for qualified majority voting in CFSP, a goal that German politicians have been stressing for decades (Scholz 2022). Scholz also supported Macron’s idea to extend France’s nuclear deterrence to Europe, but this does not mean that the EU will become a nuclear power (Reuters 2024).

			Berlin is thus deliberately using the concept of strategic sovereignty, a broader and more neutral concept than strategic autonomy. The phrase of European strategic autonomy is completely non-existent in political statements and strategic documents, Germany wants a strategically sovereign Europe that does not seek autonomy vis-à-vis the United States. This position was clearly reflected in Berlin’s refusal to supply combat vehicles to Ukraine without a decision from Washington. The government decided to buy the F-35s, which Rheinmetall is also involved in the production of, and agreed to buy 60 Chinook helicopters (DW 2023; Reuters 2023). The European Sky Shield Initiative, a joint European missile defence procurement proposed by Berlin, is also largely based on Israeli and U.S. missile defence systems. The German Government has repeatedly stated that, while it supports European defence industrial integration, it gives priority to developing the Bundeswehr’s capabilities as quickly as possible over European projects (Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2023a; GKKE 2022). There would likely be a significant change in the German position if the strategic focus of the United States were to shift spectacularly away from Europe and the defence policy ‘epochal shift’ were to be a real success. 26  In that case, Germany would be able to act as a more assertive military actor in Europe. Given the Ukraine War and the mixed success of defence developments so far, this scenario seems unlikely in the short term.

			Germany and the CSDP initiatives

			Germany’s position on the CSDP initiatives is largely determined by the factors outlined above. Berlin has traditionally been committed to the initiatives in principle and rhetoric, but reluctant to implement them. Contrary to political statements, Berlin’s commitment to European defence industrial policy is modest. In the defence industry, Germany is not willing to cede its sovereignty to the European Union. Berlin is sceptical about the extension of the European Commission’s powers to defence procurement. Germany generally supports CSDP capability projects that are not in conflict with NATO objectives. It sees a complementary role for the EU in areas that are not NATO priorities, such as crisis management operations in Europe’s neighbourhood. More importantly, most German policymakers are not primarily interested in the EU’s military capabilities, but in ensuring that defence cooperation promotes European integration. For Berlin, CSDP initiatives therefore have a strong symbolic significance (Bunde 2021; Puglierin 2024a).

			Of all the CSDP initiatives, PESCO has received the most attention in Germany. Preserving the unity of European integration was crucial to the German position on PESCO. Initially, Paris wanted to use the enhanced cooperation provided by the Lisbon Treaty to bring Member States with the right capabilities to work more closely together to develop intervention capabilities. However, Berlin wanted to preserve European unity after Brexit. It saw the exclusive approach as unnecessary, as Britain, which had been an obstacle to defence integration, had already left the EU. Because of the inclusive approach, Germany only reluctantly joined France’s European Intervention Initiative (EI2), which is outside of the EU framework. The inclusive PESCO, i.e. a programme allowing all Member States and non-EU states to participate, was a political victory for Berlin. It is no coincidence that PESCO received unusual attention in the German media. Moreover, PESCO also appeared in the 2018 Coalition Treaty. PESCO enjoyed a wide consensus between the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Defence and the Bundeswehr, despite the fact that these actors often have different positions on CSDP (Bunde 2021; Major–Mölling 2019).

			The German defence industry has modest expectations of PESCO. It is important for them that projects have clear strategic directions. Traditionally, the defence industry has criticised the lack of well-defined defence industrial priorities of German governments. The defence industry often complains that there is no regular consultation between the government and the defence industry, thus the interests of the defence industry are often ignored by the government. In other European countries (e.g. France or Italy), the interaction between the state and the defence industry is stronger (Puglierin 2024a). Moreover, German companies are worried that some PESCO projects could provide an advantage for competitors in the future, for example, the Armoured Infantry Fighting Vehicle project initiated by Italy (Major–Mölling 2019). According to German companies, the Zeitenwende in defence policy has still not provided an answer to this problem, as the government still lacks a clear defence industrial strategy, which is a disadvantage against competitors (DGAP 2024).

			Critics warned, however, that the inclusive approach took away the real purpose of PESCO which could have been a significant achievement in defence integration. Although the finalised PESCO included projects that were beneficial to Berlin, such as Military Mobility based on EU−NATO cooperation, which facilitates the movement of military units between Member States, these projects have little to do with crisis management capabilities (Major–Mölling 2019).

			Germany is currently participating in 26 of the 68 active PESCO projects and it is coordinating 10 projects. Germany participates mainly in air traffic and C4ISR 27  projects. 28  In comparison, France is active in 45 projects and coordinates 15 projects, meanwhile, Italy is in 34 projects and coordinates 13 (PESCO s. a.). However, the German-coordinated projects are often larger than those of the other leading nations. Germany’s main PESCO partners are France, Italy, Spain, Sweden and Norway (Hellemeier 2023).

			Germany’s participation in the European Defence Fund (EDF) is twofold. On the one hand, Germany doubled the number of its leading positions in projects in 2021. In 2022, only eight out of 41 EDF projects had no German participation. On the other hand, Germany has reduced its overall participation. In terms of the number of projects involved (31) and the number of participations (85), Germany has moved into second place behind the EDF champion France (32 projects and 96 participations). While the total value of the projects coordinated by Germany is close to 260 million euros, for France it is 894.5 million euros. The two projects led by Germany (in terms of financial volume) were “Odin’s Eye II” and “Federates” in 2022. While the former is a space-based missile defence early warning system, the latter is the development of a training and decision simulation facility. Despite the positive attitude of the German defence industry towards EDF, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for 11% of German participation. In contrast, Italian and Greek SMEs had shares of 10% and 11% respectively (Hellemeier 2023).
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					Figure 2. Volume of German coordinated EDF projects in million euros

					Source: Hellemeier 2023

				

			

			

			According to the Federal Government’s 2020 Strategy Paper on Strengthening the Security and Defence Industry, “the European Defence Fund has the potential to be an important catalyst for an increasingly integrated European defence industry“ and “the Federal Government will seek to use this instrument to further consolidate the European defence market with the long-term policy goal of using the internal defence market” (Die Bundesregierung 2020: 4). Nevertheless, the German Government’s role in EDF is rather passive. The defence industry has criticised the absence of co-financing the EDF projects in the defence budget planning. Another problem is that the German EDF and PESCO priorities are not in line. Germany is active in the EDF in the maritime and cyber domains contrary to the C4ISR and air traffic PESCO programmes. Overall, in the EDF Germany underperforms given its economic and defence industrial weight (Hellemeier 2023). A positive development in this respect is that Krauss-Maffei Wegmann (KMW) and Rheinmetall, together with Italian, Spanish and Swedish companies, are planning to develop a new tank to succeed the Leopard 2. Given its multinational character, the participants plan to involve EDF funds. However, the new cooperation could rival the Franco–German Main Ground Combat System (MGCS) project, which has been under development since 2017 and whose success is highly questionable, given that its progress depends on the lagging Franco–German–Spanish Future Combat Air System (FCAS) project (NTV 2023).

			Germany’s reluctance can be observed also in the recent CSDP initiatives. Although the German Government welcomed the new EU efforts, during the negotiation of the Act in Support of Ammunition Production (ASAP), it objected to an initial proposal that would have allowed the Commission to intervene in the European arms market. German officials, along with their Italian partners, believe that the Directorate-General for Defence Industry and Space, headed by French Commissioner Thierry Breton, is serving French national interests. Germany’s defence industrial policy also seeks to bypass the European Defence Agency (EDA). In the joint procurement of 155 mm artillery ammunition for Ukraine, Germany has not joined the framework contracts concluded by the EDA but instead has concluded contracts with the Netherlands, Denmark and Estonia. Berlin considers the EDA hardly efficient and overly bureaucratic. The deteriorating economic situation in Germany currently plays a major role in supporting CSDP initiatives. Germany is the largest donor to the European Peace Facility (EPF) relative to its economic performance. As Germany has been heavily criticised by its Central and Eastern European allies for not supporting Ukraine enough, Berlin has taken the initiative to include in-kind donations in its contributions to the EPF (Puglierin 2024a).

			

			Germany has supported the European Defence Industry Reinforcement through the Common Procurement Act (EDIRPA), but, following an inclusive approach similar to PESCO, it has also made EDIRPA eligible for the procurement of equipment from third countries. This decision led to a debate with France. In case of the European Defence Investment Programme (EDIP), the German Government, like in the case of ASAP, does not support the extension of the Commission’s powers and is not willing to provide additional financial resources for EDIP (Schütte 2023). Furthermore, Germany does not share France’s and Estonia’s proposal which would allow the EU to issue Eurobonds to jointly fund common defence projects (Puglierin 2024b).

			Overall, Germany tends to pursue its own short-term interests and priorities in CSDP initiatives, weakening the EU’s long-term ability to strengthen the European defence industrial base (Puglierin 2024a; Schütte 2023). Instead of CSDP initiatives involving the transfer of sovereignty, Germany prefers self-initiated bilateral or multilateral defence cooperation. Examples include the Framework Nations Concept, which brings together more than 20 nations, or the Dutch–German or Franco–German bilateral defence cooperation. Berlin can keep these under its control while demonstrating its commitment to European defence (Bunde 2021).

			Germany in the ESDP/CSDP missions

			Germany’s involvement in military ESDP/CSDP operations was made possible by the Constitutional Court ruling in 1994 which allowed the participation of the German armed forces within a collective security organisation. With the Kosovo intervention, Germany broke with its previous culture of military abstention. 29  Germany played a major role in all EU peace operations in the 2000s, even though in 2007, for example, only four out of 16 operations were entirely civilian. In Operation Concordia, 30  Germany contributed a quarter of all EU troops, and in Operation Althea, 31  Germany provided 900 of the 6,000 troops. Importantly, however, these early EU operations were low-intensity crisis management operations, hence the overwhelming support of the German parliament. In contrast, in high-intensity peace operations, Germany favoured NATO, of which Afghanistan is a prime example. Nevertheless, German ESDP participation was an important part of the learning process of the Bundeswehr gaining experience in geographical regions where there were no direct German interests (Miskimmon 2007).

			Of particular importance in this early phase was the participation in the 2006 EUFOR RD Congo operation. 32  The German Government was initially reluctant to take part in the operation, partly because the Bundeswehr did not have the experience for a deployment in Africa. Furthermore, 57% of the German population opposed participation (Becker 2013). However, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan put increased pressure on Berlin. Additionally, France, which had led Operation Artemis 33  in Congo in 2003, refused to take over operational leadership. It became clear that Berlin could not avoid taking on greater responsibility, but Merkel made the leadership role strictly conditional on a UN Security Council mandate, the participation of EU Member States and the acceptance of the Congolese Government. The operation was eventually backed by the governing parties and the Greens, as a result, 780 Bundeswehr soldiers were deployed (Miskimmon 2007). Germany provided the operational command, but France had leadership on the ground. Although Berlin thus crossed a further threshold into a more active military role by taking the lead in an operation in Africa, it has sought to avoid risk throughout the operation. The German Government was not willing to extend the operation. The EUFOR operation in Chad and the Central African Republic 34  a year later was not supported by most of the EU Member States, including Germany. Berlin officially cited overstretched involvement in Afghanistan, but it questioned the impartiality of the operation and considered it to be unilaterally serving French interests. The overwhelming European rejection ensured that Germany’s reluctance did not damage its reputation (Becker 2013). By the early 2010s, Germany generally shied away from a more active military role in the face of growing opposition to involvement in Afghanistan.

			The foreign policy revision initiated by the ‘Munich Consensus’ resulted in a return to a more active engagement, although in harmony with NATO’s defence planning, collective defence became the Bundeswehr’s priority once again. Regarding peace operations and crisis management, the renewed international commitment was mainly seen in the participation in the UN MINUSMA operation in Mali, and to a smaller extent in the EU Training Mission in Mali (EUTM Mali). The participation in MINUSMA was capped at nearly 1,100, while the EUTM was capped at 450 soldiers. Germany’s increased presence was mainly motivated by a demonstration of alliance solidarity with France and action against terrorism and irregular migration (Thurau 2020; Platz 2019). By 2022–2023 the Bundeswehr ended its participation in the MINUSMA and the EUTM Mali (Bundeswehr – EUTM Mali s. a.).

			The National Security Strategy 2023 and the Defence Policy Guidelines have made it more explicit that the Bundeswehr’s primary tasks are collective defence and deterrence in the face of the threat posed by Russia. The Defence Policy Guidelines define international crisis management and capacity building of partners within the UN, NATO and EU framework as a secondary task (Die Bundesregierung 2023; Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2023a).

			In 2024, Germany contributed 237 personnel to EU operations, including 130 soldiers, 38 police officers and 69 civilians, which is lower than the participation in UN peace operations (881 personnel) (ZIF 2023–2024). In April 2024, the Bundeswehr participated in four military CSDP operations:

			
				
					Table 1. The Bundeswehr’s participation in peace operations in April 2024
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					Source: Bundeswehr 2024; Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2023b; Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2024a

				

			

			Germany strongly supported the EU’s training mission for Ukraine (EUMAM Ukraine) in which it played a central role by providing the Multinational Special Training Command in Brandenburg responsible for coordinating and conducting all training measures for the Ukrainian forces in a wide variety of fields (European External Action Service 2023). Most recently, the Bundeswehr’s participation in the EUNAVFOR Aspides operation has attracted significant attention. The operation is aimed at protecting merchant ships against Houthi rebels. The participation of the Bundeswehr frigate Hessen was authorised by the German Parliament in February 2024 (Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2024a). Shortly after the deployment, the frigate destroyed two Houthi drones and mistakenly a U.S. drone. The frigate soon also ran out of ammunition (MDR 2024). The ship was withdrawn from operation at the end of April 2024, to be replaced by the Hamburg frigate in August (Bundesministerium der Verteidigung 2024b).

			Since 1991, 12 out of more than 25 Bundeswehr operations abroad have been EU military operations. Despite Germany’s limited previous military experience abroad, between 2003 and 2012 it had more troops involved in CSDP operations than either the U.K. or Italy (Chappell 2012; Bundeswehr s. a.). As in almost all military operations outside alliance territory, Germany has adopted a reluctant attitude towards ESDP/CSDP operations. The decision on the Bundeswehr’s participation was always taken by the political decision-makers under external pressure, as such, Berlin’s behaviour was mainly reactive. The primary motivating factors were alliance solidarity, counterterrorism and the stability export. Germany was mainly involved in military operations which, because of their low intensity, entailed a minimal risk of casualties, but which were a symbolic demonstration of its commitment to the security of Europe. Rather than engaging in peace operations, Berlin sought to build the capacity of local partners through the so-called Ertüchtigungsinitiative initiated by the Chancellery (thus it was labelled as the “Merkel doctrine”), under which Germany has provided military equipment, training and advice to local armed forces, for example in Iraq, Nigeria and Mali (Deutscher Bundestag 2017). These capacity-building initiatives are also present in the Bundeswehr’s CSDP missions. Finally, in policy statements, strategic documents (such as the 2017 Guidelines for Crisis Management or the National Security Strategy), and mainstream party programmes (especially by the Greens) civilian crisis management is more strongly emphasised (Die Bundesregierung 2017; Bündnis 90/Die Grünen 2020).

			Conclusions

			Germany’s power and diplomatic influence make its participation in European defence cooperation indispensable. Berlin’s importance is most evident in its ability to keep the Member States of the European Union united. Although this has often led to compromises, sometimes at the expense of effectiveness, without Berlin, the CSDP is likely to be much more fragmented. Germany’s role is particularly important for small states in Central and Eastern Europe, such as Hungary, as Berlin’s inclusive approach allows all states, regardless of their capabilities, to participate and benefit from closer defence cooperation.

			From another perspective, however, we see that Germany’s role in the CSDP is controversial. As Julian Junk and Christopher Daase put it, there is a tension between rhetoric and practice at the level of ambition (Junk–Daase 2013). This contradiction, in our view, can be traced back to an internal conflict within the German civilian power role. According to Hanns W. Maull, the foreign policy of post-1945 (West)Germany is decisively characterised by its avoidance of unilateral solutions and the pursuit of national goals through international cooperation. To make such cooperation effective, it seeks to institutionalise it, even through the transfer of sovereignty. At the same time, German civilian power, learning from its pre-1945 history, refrains from the use of military force, seeing it as the last instrument of foreign policy. In the civilian power role, these two elements, military restraint and a tendency towards integration, conflict with each other and the former aspect prevails most of the time. Germany wants to promote European defence cooperation, but without transferring too much from its national sovereignty. Therefore, German engagement in the CSDP is often rather symbolic (Bunde 2021; Puglierin 2024b).

			Another characteristic of Berlin’s policy towards the CSDP, as in its defence policy in general, is that it is often reactive. Germany supported the CSDP when it felt that the transatlantic alliance was in crisis and trust in the United States was declining (see the 2003 Iraq war or during the Trump Presidency). In the event of a second Trump Administration, it may be possible that Berlin’s approach to European strategic autonomy will see a new turnaround. Like other European countries, Germany considers the United States a primary partner in the event of a serious security threat. At the same time, Berlin has been able to contribute to the effective shaping of the CSDP when it has been able to act together with its main European partner, France. However, Berlin has always treated Paris with a certain caution, as it does not wish to be subordinated to French great power ambitions. This perception was one of the determining factors, alongside limited military capabilities, for Germany’s reluctance to participate in EU military peace operations in Africa.

			Two years after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine and Olaf Scholz’s Zeitenwende speech, Germany’s security and defence policy is in a transitional phase. Although Berlin is aware that the cooperative European security order is over, it does not have a clear vision for the defence of Europe. The Zeitenwende has yet to be truly embedded in a European framework.
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			European Strategic Autonomy 
and France

			Introductory thoughts

			The expression “strategic autonomy” is associated with France. It was first mentioned in the so-called “Defence White Paper” published in 1994. The term, which has been common in French public life since the 1990s, first appeared at European level in 2013. The French approach is therefore particularly interesting when it comes to understanding how it is applied at the European level. In order to present the concept of European strategic autonomy from a French perspective, it is essential to examine factors such as France’s current position in the world. It is also important to look at the main traditional principles that have shaped French foreign and defence policy. It is also worth mentioning the international challenges that continue to shape French strategic thinking today. In this context, it is possible to analyse France’s approach to the European Union’s common security and defence policy issues and the objectives set by Paris. The idea of European strategic autonomy, which President Emmanuel Macron has put forward in recent years, is an integral part of the French traditional approach and its response to international challenges. For the governments in Paris, it is not a new realisation that France’s privileged position in the post-Second World War international system has become increasingly eroded and constrained, and even vulnerable in certain areas, with the collapse of the bipolar world order and the intensification of globalisation (Balladur 2023). At the same time, and pointing to certain contradictions, it can also be argued that France still has the potential to remain a visible and influential player in world politics. This is what former French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing said when he referred to his country as a “medium-sized power” (Tellenne 2023).

			

			Key factors shaping France’s foreign, security and defence policy

			France’s place in the world

			Today, France accounts for less than 1% of the world’s population, with 68.4 million inhabitants, and this figure is likely to continue to decrease in the coming years. This is not only because the demographic figures for some regions of the world are increasing, but also because the overall birth rate in the country has been falling since 2011 (Papon 2023). France is in a relatively good economic position in terms of population, even if it has experienced increasing difficulties in this area in recent decades. This places it seventh among the most industrialised countries. In terms of GDP per capita, France is now only 25th in the world, having been 13th in 1980 (International Monetary Fund s. a.), ahead of the United States (Péneau 2023). The country has also faced significant financial difficulties in recent years, with sovereign debt reaching 110% of GDP by 2024, or €3,101 billion. The French state is increasingly forced to rely directly or indirectly on foreign creditors. In 1993, only one third of French public debt was held by natural or legal persons not resident in France; today it is 53%. This figure was particularly high in 2009 due to the 2008 financial crisis, when 67% of creditors were non-French (La finance pour tous 2024a). The budget has been particularly overwrought recently by the Covid-19 crisis. The general government deficit in 2020 was 8.9% of GDP. It should be noted that France has not been able to balance its public finances in any year since 1975, and has only rarely met the 3% Maastricht requirement (La finance pour tous 2024b). It is worth noting, however, that French people’s currency savings reached almost €6,000 billion in 2023 (Fédération Bancaire Française 2024). In France, the population saves substantial amounts of money each year, well above the European average. Governments repeatedly try to encourage the public to invest their money in strategic sectors, but public efforts in this direction have so far produced few tangible results. It is also important to point out the fact that the process of globalisation has significantly transformed the French economy and society in recent decades, as Jérôme Fourquet has described in detail in several books (Fourquet 2019; Fourquet–Cassely 2021; Fourquet 2023). Among these, it is relevant to underline the process of deindustrialisation (Fourquet–Cassely 2021: 21–42). France lost half of its industrial installations between 1995 and 2015. It is the most affected country in Europe in this area. France has lost 2.5 million industrial jobs in the last fifty years (Dufourcq 2022). At the same time, the country’s economic exposure has increased. In 2021, 17,000 companies employed 2.2 million French people in the country (Laurent–Moldovan 2023), a direct consequence of the fact that France is the destination of choice for most foreign investors in Europe (Silbert 2024). At the same time, foreign trade has also increased significantly. In 2023, French exports accounted for 34% of GDP and imports for 38% of GDP (Ministère de l’Économie des Finances et de la Souveraineté industrielle, énergétique et numérique 2024). It is important to note that there are more French than Germans among the world’s 500 most powerful companies (Védrine 2014). France’s attractiveness is also demonstrated by the fact that it has been the number one tourist destination for thirty years. Tourism generates 8% of France’s GDP each year and provides employment for nearly 2 million people (Ministère de l’économie, des finances et de la souveraineté industrielle, énergétique et numérique 2023). Another important aspect of the situation in France is the fragmentation that has manifested itself in various forms, and which has increased significantly over the last decade. This is not a problem in itself, because diversity is not an obstacle to effective politics, but if society is so divided that it cannot reach consensus on major issues, if it cannot generate pragmatic decisions but becomes a victim of ideological debates, it can go down the road to self-destruction (de Montbrial 2023: 10–11).

			As can be seen above, the globalisation process has generated contradictory results in France. On the one hand, the country is an active participant and beneficiary of this process, but on the other hand, it is also a constant reproducer of many of its negative consequences. The majority of the population has a negative view of globalisation and associates it mainly with the dominance of the United States (Fougier 2018).

			The main reason behind the French criticism is that for France this process is not only an economic issue, but also a political, cultural and, through them, a direct factor affecting national identity. Globalisation is particularly problematic for the population of this country because it can be interpreted as a direct attack on the French model of universality, rather than as a counterweight to the predominance of the U.S. and, increasingly, China. At the same time, the French are progressively more aware of the fact that the size of their country is such that they are unable to have any real influence on this process, and that it may well be possible to pursue their interests and their vision of the world through a common Europe, often with contradictory political approaches. Paris is all the keener to rely on the European Union because it wants to see it above all as the key to the establishment of a multipolar world order, as a safeguard against the potential excesses and hegemonic ambitions of a single centre of power.

			France is in a special position in Europe. One reason is that it has land on several continents of the world. In addition, France is the second largest country in the world with an exclusive maritime economic zone (EEZ) (Dobelle 2021). In addition to its territorial assets, an important factor is that France has a large diplomatic network. It should be noted, however, that France has fallen from second to fifth place over the last ten years. The size of its diplomatic network has decreased in recent years, mainly due to financial difficulties (Lowy Institute 2024). France is also a founding member of several international organisations and informal forums. It is a permanent member of the UN Security Council since 1945, member of NATO since 1949. It is a founding member of the Council of Europe, the European Union and Euratom. It is also a founding member and participant in the G7 and G20. France has also been a nuclear-weapon state since 1960. It is one of the 9 nuclear powers currently recognised. The exact number is not publicly available, but it is admitted that the French military has 300 nuclear weapons, the fourth largest arsenal in the world (Haupais 2019). France was the 11th largest military power in the world in 2024, according to the Global Firepower statistics. Not counting Russia, it is second in Europe after Italy in this area since Brexit (Global Fire Power 2023). 35  This is compounded by the importance of France’s influence through the French language. One of the instruments for this is the International Francophone Organisation (OIF), which was set up in 1970 and today has 88 member countries. It is also worth pointing out that the population of French-speaking African countries is growing significantly, so that, according to some estimates, it could go from being the fifth most spoken language in Africa to the second or third by 2050 (Organisation internationale de la Francophonie 2019).

			Key factors in French foreign policy thinking

			These factors, which seem to be more important from a foreign and security policy point of view, illustrate that France is a middle power that still has considerable influence and means on the international stage, even if it has lost much of its former position in certain areas. It is important to note, however, that the majority of French citizens perceive the trends as mostly negative. According to Hubert Védrine, former French foreign minister and international relations expert, this pessimism is an enormous mistake and will only exacerbate the decline. In his book he underlines that there are many elements of this negative outlook that can be traced back to fear (Védrine 2014: 63–88). The French are worried, among other things, about France’s place in the world. They experience the erosion of their country’s role as a great power as a kind of identity crisis, in the light of international trends that have affected their lives since the end of the Cold War. The French image of themselves and of their mission is an integral part of their relationship with the outside world. Their perception, rooted in history and based on geographical, demographic and cultural-intellectual foundations, sees France not only as the world’s dominant power but also as a kind of universal role model, thanks to its universal mission (Vincze 2005). It is through foreign policy that the maintenance of the “French greatness” par excellence can be achieved. It is not by coincidence that France has always placed and continues to place great emphasis on diplomacy and military strength. Without these two, it is hardly possible to achieve the main objectives that the French have been demanding for centuries in relation to their place in the world.

			Traditional principles of French foreign and defence policy

			France’s first and most important foreign policy objective is independence. In other words, to guarantee the French nation’s autonomy of decision and action. This approach does not exclude international cooperation, but seeks to avoid any situation in which France’s space for manoeuvre would be restricted. Independence has become a guiding principle in French foreign policy thinking. In this context, the interpretation of French sovereignty has also changed, and the concept has become increasingly widespread that a partial transfer of sovereignty within the European Union does not mean giving up independence, but rather offers an opportunity to recapture within a European framework a national capacity for action that is becoming increasingly difficult in a context of globalisation (Vincze 2005: 169). An important element in French foreign policy thinking is also the aspiration to a global role and the emphasis on “greatness”, which underlines France’s international standing and responsibility, and the sense of a civilising mission that goes with it. Defence policy also plays an essential role in the implementation of these principles. In the French conception, foreign and security policy and defence are closely linked. The main objective of France’s defence policy is to provide an appropriate military framework for maintaining national autonomy of decision and action and for the implementation of a global presence. The previous is not a target in itself, but an exercise of responsibility and solidarity commensurate with the country’s international weight, and a contribution to meeting the challenges facing the world.

			Another important premise of French defence policy is that it is autonomous, but not alone. This is illustrated, for example, by the fact that in 1966 General Charles de Gaulle did not withdraw France from NATO, but said no to the integration process under the leadership of the United States (Bozo 2022). In the French view, sovereignty and strategic autonomy were violated by excessive U.S. control of NATO. The principle of a defence policy open to cooperation also contributes to the traditional Parisian commitment to the gradual development of European security policy autonomy. The 1994 White Paper states, among others things, that “France cannot entrust the defence of its vital interests to others. However, we must not lose sight of the questions raised by the prospect of building a common European defence within the European Union” (Ministère de la Défense 1994). The document establishes that France has the task of acting as the main representative of the European defence identity within NATO and of providing direction and motivation for the creation of the European Union’s defence dimension.

			The French security and defence policy and the European Union

			In the light of the above, it is clear that Paris is an indispensable player in the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). France has a long history of playing this role. As early as 1947, the Treaty of Dunkirk and, a year later, the Treaty of Brussels were a first step in this direction. The so-called European Defence Community (EDC) project, announced in 1950 by the French Minister of Defence, René Pleven, was the first attempt to build an integrated European army, and was specifically linked to France (Wassenberg 2010). Although the idea was not supported by the French National Assembly in 1954, it can be seen as an important precursor of the later common European security and defence policy, as well as of the initiatives taken in the framework of Franco–German cooperation on this subject. For example, the Elysée Treaty signed in 1963 aims at the approximation of the defence strategies of the two countries, the development of common concepts and even the coordination of arms production. However, concrete progress was only made in the second half of the 1980s. For example, the Franco–German Defence and Security Council was established in 1988, and the Franco–German Corps (BFA) was set up in 1989, with headquarters in Müllheim. France had an interest in military cooperation because it could keep a greater distance from the United States by controlling Bonn and could generate sufficient financial resources for military technology development. After the end of the Cold War, the common security and defence policy in Europe became a more important issue, at the Franco–German initiative (Fejérdy 2021: 125–135). After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the two countries continued to give security policy an important role, although they viewed it differently. Attitudes to defence cooperation at European level were strongly influenced by the relationship with the United States. France, which has always sought greater distance, saw European defence policy as a balance against NATO and, through it, Washington, while Germany saw it more as a complementary pillar. Despite the conflicting concepts, on 6 December 1990 the two Heads of State announced the plan to create a common European foreign and security policy (CFSP), which a year later became the second pillar of the Maastricht Treaty. In 1991 the Franco–German Brigade (BFA) was ready for military operation. On this basis, it was decided, at the La Rochelle summit of 22 May 1992, to create a European corps (EUROCORPS), which was officially set up on 1 October 1993.

			Three years later, at the 68th Franco–German Heads of State meeting, an agreement was reached to develop a common defence and security strategy. At the same time, partly as a result of the Franco–American rapprochement of the mid-1990s, Washington agreed to the creation of a so-called European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI) within NATO. This was a compromise between the French and American conceptions. In the end, however, its implementation did not bring the result Paris had hoped for – greater European autonomy (Gordon 1998). The hostility in Kosovo, the Amsterdam Treaty and changes in British domestic politics also encouraged London to develop the European Union’s defence capabilities independently of the United States. It is in this context that the British–French St. Malo Declaration was born, which can clearly be seen as a concrete step towards an independent European defence policy. This meeting confirmed the direction set out in the 1994 White Paper, the French defence strategy (du Réau 2009). The role of Paris was particularly significant in allowing this bilateral agreement to develop within the framework of the European Union. In the spring of 1999, at the initiative of Paris, the 73rd Franco–German Summit held in Toulouse adopted a French proposal for a credible European military capability independent of the United States. This was confirmed at the Cologne European Council and the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), which is capable of autonomous crisis management, was launched (Dumoulin 2019). The EU summit in Helsinki in December 1999 was also an important milestone, with a number of key decisions on this issue. First of all, on the creation of a rapid reaction force of 50–60 thousand troops by 2003 and on the creation of a European military corps capable of managing autonomous operations. This is how the European Union Military Committee (EUMC) and the European Union Military Staff (EUMS) were set up, with the active participation of France, at the end of 2000. Both bodies have been chaired by France on several occasions. Still in 1999, the framework for cooperation between NATO and the European Union was restructured, with the European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI) being renamed the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). At the instigation of France, among others, it was made clear that consultation and cooperation between the European Union and NATO would not affect the Union’s decision-making autonomy.

			French Heads of State have consistently stressed the importance of the European Union being able to act completely independently of Washington. This was particularly the case during the Iraq crisis (Vaïsse–Lequesne 2013: 119–123), with Paris at the forefront of the various operations launched by the CSDP since 2003. Thus, in its first European crisis management operation, which also mobilised military forces, the operation in Macedonia in the former Yugoslavia, known as EUFOR Concordia, in which 400 troops from 26 countries took part, France was the largest contingent, with 175 troops. Between 2003 and 2009, the European Union launched more than twenty-five stabilisation missions, some of which were purely military and most of which combined civilian means and a military dimension, but all of which were aimed at strengthening stability in crisis-affected areas and all of which involved French troops.

			The fear of losing French sovereignty was an important factor in the failure of the ratification of the draft Treaty establishing a European Constitution in France in 2005. In the end, the Lisbon Treaty was agreed at the urging and under the strong guidance of Nicolas Sarkozy, the French President elected in 2007. It made decisive progress in the area of common security and defence policy. The Treaty brought radical change by establishing Permanent Structured Cooperation and a mutual defence clause, and by strengthening the European Defence Agency. The latter was set up in 2004, inter alia, to support the European defence industry. Its creation was driven by French ambition. After 1990, France was one of the Western countries with the greatest military industrial potential and it was not secretly keen to use this to control, or at least influence, this sector at European level (Giovachini 2004). The Agency has an important role in coordinating the industrial capabilities and projects of the Member States. For example, it is responsible for European tanker aircraft and pilot training through the OCCAR (Organisation for Joint Armament Cooperation), in which France is, of course, involved.

			Following the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, the Common Security and Defence Policy gives the EU the possibility to use civilian and military assets to conduct peace support operations – peacekeeping, peace building, conflict prevention, peace building and peace consolidation. Eleven civilian and three military operations have been successfully completed and several more were ongoing until 2014. France is the largest contributor to this operation. However, the experience gained from the implementation of these operations has also highlighted weaknesses in the EU’s defence policy. Paris has regularly criticised the extremely slow and cumbersome way in which EU defence decisions are taken, because agreements between Member States are slow to reach consensus and often require clauses that are ineffective. France also expressed regular dissatisfaction with the cost of the missions undertaken (Menon 2011). In 2008, the French side also came up with the idea of creating a G6 for defence, in order to increase efficiency and military cooperation within the Union. France wanted to rely primarily on the great countries for security policy, and, most of all, on the then member state Great Britain (see the Lancaster House Treaty of 2010 in Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs 2011), which alone shared the Parisian view that Europeans should be able to deploy military force in the world.

			At the same time as the Lisbon Treaty, France withdrew from the NATO Integrated Command. It did so formally in 2009, but the 2008 White Paper already anticipated this. President Nicolas Sarkozy basically justified his decision on the grounds that it would strengthen relations between the United States and the EU, but it would also boost European defence policy by giving it greater confidence among its pro-Atlantic partners (Lavallée 2018). Paris’s defence policy ambitions, however, remained ambivalent. France wanted both to remain independent and to have an effective European foreign and security policy. The latter was seen and considered important as a multiplier of strength and power. In 2008, defence policy was an important priority of the French EU Presidency, even if few tangible results were achieved (Fejérdy 2009: 94–95). President Sarkozy hoped that, as France, the EU would develop a long-term defence strategy and increase its autonomy in the international arena. On the initiative of Paris, an agreement was reached between several EU Member States to create a European air fleet, a multinational A400M unit and to ensure the interoperability of European maritime aviation. The French also tried – mostly unsuccessfully – to update the European Security Strategy in 2008, put forward a number of institutional proposals in 2011 with the other Weimar countries (Germany and Poland) (Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangère 2024a) and actively participated in the preparation of the December 2013 European Council meeting on defence. Nevertheless, France has learned its lessons and has invested less and less energy in strategic or institutional debates where it was clear that a consensual solution was unlikely to be found (de France 2015). Paradoxically, Paris has adopted a more Anglo-Saxon approach in the early 2010s: gradual, pragmatic and very much focused on capabilities in the field of European defence policy. This has been compounded by the drift in Franco–German relations, particularly after the Libyan intervention.

			

			However, Paris played an important role in the creation of the European External Action Service (EEAS) in 2011. It also took over the position of Secretary General of the EEAS in order to increase French influence and tried to become a key player in the institutional system during this period (Faure 2014). Paris was actively involved in all new defence policy initiatives, although it had little real hope of making significant progress on the common security policy at EU level. In 2012, Hubert Védrine pointed out in his analysis for the new French President that European defence was still at an impasse (Védrine 2012). Whenever attempts were made to give it a new impetus, political initiatives were blocked by military conservatism, industrial competition and lack of funding. The French leadership argued that, if there was some good will to revitalise European security policy, few concrete efforts had been made because of financial and internal political difficulties. In particular, Paris deplored the reluctance of European partners to join the French military action in the Sahel, despite the fact that the stabilisation of the region was seen as a key security issue for the Old Continent. France has undertaken military interventions in a number of places to help resolve crises that are of concern to it, but also to the European Union. In December 2013, for example, the international community called on France to help prevent massacres in the Central African Republic (Operation Sangaris). In 2014, France was again involved in the Daech offensive in Iraq, and in 2015, its troops were deployed in Syria as part of the coalition. Paris also sent its aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle to the region as part of Operation Chammal. During François Hollande’s presidency, Paris has constantly sought to promote cooperation at the level of the 28, in particular to ensure that France is not the only country to bear the costs of operations that are also in the interests of the European Union. Nevertheless of course, there was always the contradiction of France wanting to involve its partners while at the same time retaining a certain autonomy in the field of defence policy.

			At EU level, 2015 was a significant turning point. That year, France was hit by a succession of attacks linked to Islamist terrorism. In February, the murders of the creators of the satirical newspaper “Charlie Hebdo”, followed by the horrific series of attacks in Paris in November, shook Europe. On 13 November 2015, Article 42 of the Lisbon Treaty, the mutual protection and assistance clause, was activated for the first time. On the French side, there was a growing appreciation that further steps forward were needed in the area of common defence policy (Legrand 2015). Already in 2015, EU Member States put a noticeably greater emphasis on military spending. That year, EU countries spent €203 billion on defence, which was around the world’s second more important budget, putting the EU second only to the United States. In 2016, with the strong support and partial initiative of Paris, the European Council adopted the EU Global Strategy for Europe four days after the Brexit vote. This, as is well known, sets out the EU’s strategic priorities and defence needs in the international context. Importantly, the document introduces the concept of strategic autonomy, underlining that the European Union should not be content with being a “soft power”, but a full-fledged power, capable of autonomy and freedom of action. In his speech of 13 July 2016, the French President François Hollande particularly underlined France’s commitment to a more effective European defence policy. He underlined that “it is up to Europeans to take care of their own security and to act autonomously wherever possible” (Hollande 2016). Paris considered it important that not only budgetary efforts but also interoperability should be an essential aspect of the Union. There was also greater French support for military-industrial cooperation, although this remained controversial, as Paris envisioned moves in this direction primarily under French leadership.

			On the French side, its commitment to strengthening the common European defence policy has become even more pronounced since 2017, when Emmanuel Macron took office as Head of State. In his famous Sorbonne speech (Macron 2017) in September 2017, the President proposed that Europe should set up a common intervention force and have a common defence budget and a common doctrine of action. The first concrete step in these ambitious proposals was the signing by nine Member States on 25 June 2018 of a Memorandum of Understanding on the launch of a “European Intervention Initiative”. This new enterprise is not part of the institutional framework of PESD, but Paris has given assurances that it will seek to maintain close links with PESD, and in particular with PESCO. Paris has supported all plans to strengthen European defence policy over the past decade. Most particularly, it has tried to move forward in this area together with Germany. This was also enshrined by the leaders of the two countries in the 2019 Aachen Agreement, and in the Franco–German Defence Council meetings held after 2017. In November 2017, the French joined the 22 other Member States that set up the ambitious European Defence Fund (EDF). The concrete inauguration took place in 2021. France is an important player in its creation, as well as in its use. For the period 2021–2027, the French want to make the most of the €7.9 billion managed by the fund, and until 2024 the French European Commissioner Thierry Breton had been working to this end, to some extent in the interests of France (Pugnet – Bourgery-Gonse 2023). For Paris, the criteria for European support for arms production are not satisfactory, because they are not sufficiently strict and negotiations are still under way between the states concerned (Pugnet 2024). In particular, France has incorporated European defence policy in all its aspects. In 2022, the Russian invasion of Ukraine made it even clearer to France that Europe’s security can be ensured primarily through its own military efforts. In 2022, the so-called Antarès naval and air operation was launched with European partners, which provided defence policy missions in the area from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean. In the framework of the European Union, France supported the training of Ukrainian soldiers (EUMAM).

			Defence policy was also one of the key topics during the French Presidency of the EU in 2022. In March 2022, in Versailles, France called for the development of a European defence strategy to strengthen the EU’s common defence industrial base, to achieve greater strategic autonomy, to develop a European defence strategy in response to the Russian aggression, and to strengthen the initiatives for the joint arms procurement of Member States (EDIRPA) and European military production capabilities (ammunition and missile production, ASAP). The adoption of the so-called Strategic Compass in 2022 was considered a major success by the Parisian leadership, which finally took steps towards the adoption of a common military doctrine and a concrete roadmap up to 2030, also on the French impulse (Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangère 2024b).

			France has also provided support through the European Peace Facility to 22 partners, including Armenia, Georgia and Moldova, and in Africa through the Gulf of Guinea Initiative for Defence and Security. The strengthening of the EU’s capacity to defend contested strategic places, in particular the fight against hybrid threats and information manipulation, as well as the adoption of a space security and defence strategy, were also initiated by Paris. President Macron has also created the European Political Community (EPC), which also serves partly defence purposes indirectly, in the interests of greater geopolitical stability. Paris is also an active participant in counterterrorism missions. France is also an essential player in the fight against piracy at sea, including off the coast of Somalia (Frécon 2023). French participation in the EUNAVFOR Aspides operation, which ensures the protection of maritime trade in the Red Sea, is also self-evident. Without wishing to be exhaustive, it should also be mentioned here that, primarily in defence of European interests, France, although increasingly marginalised on the South Continent, is also trying to promote stability in Africa by providing financial resources, for example in the case of Rwanda (Macron 2024).

			In a speech at the Sorbonne on 25 April 2024, Emmanuel Macron called for the creation of “a credible European defence”, capable of defending against even a single Russian attack, alongside NATO. The Head of State of France also raised the possibility that French nuclear weapons could even be used for European defence (Quentin 2024). This has caused much controversy, but it shows that France is fully committed to European defence policy.

			

			European strategic autonomy through French perspective

			The expression “strategic autonomy” is associated with France. It was first mentioned in the so-called “Defence White Paper” published in 1994. In this document, drawn up by Marceau Long, Édouard Balladour and François Léotard, the term is used above all in the international context after the end of the Cold War, as part of the argument for the preservation of the French nuclear deterrent and as an autonomous national European defence policy objective, under NATO guarantees, assuring independence. Since 1972, France has regularly produced a strategic document covering defence and national security issues, taking into account the risks and threats facing the country and the global response to these challenges. From 1972 to 2013, four White Papers were published. The 2019–2025 military programming law is based on the Strategic Review of Defence and National Security submitted to the President of the Republic on 13 October 2017. Following the Covid-19 pandemic and in view of the complexity of the geostrategic situation, it seemed appropriate to update the strategic review in 2021. In 2013, this type of strategic analysis was published under the name “White Paper”, since 2017 it has been called “National Strategic Review”. In 2022, the last official document setting out this type of forward-looking defence objectives was produced. The concept of “strategic autonomy” has been recurrent in these documents since 1994.

			The term, which has been common in French public life since the 1990s, first appeared at European level in 2013. It was then included in the final declaration of the European Council of 19 and 20 December, at the suggestion of France, among others. This document stated that

			“Europe must have a more integrated, sustainable, innovative and competitive defence technological and industrial base (EDTIB) to ensure the development and support of its defence capabilities, which will also enable it to increase its strategic autonomy and its capacity to act with its partners.”

			At the time, the EU28 therefore saw the strengthening of Europe’s autonomy as a means of building more effective alliances, not denying them. But the French side wanted to go further. This was first voiced in September 2017 by the French President Emmanuel Macron, elected a few months earlier, who, in the famous Sorbonne speech, stressed, among other things, the need to develop a common defence strategy, despite the different sensitivities of the Member States in this area. Paris, therefore, underlined the need to bear in mind the need to create an independent European defence capability. Macron’s statement was made in the context of then U.S. President Donald Trump’s threat to cut U.S. funding for NATO, but it went beyond that. This idea has remained a recurrent and important part of the French European discourse. In 2019, in his speech to ambassadors in defence of European civilisation, President Macron went so far as to talk about the importance of establishing European sovereignty, of which strategic autonomy is an inevitable part. Here, moreover, he also drew attention to the threat to the Union posed by the great power policy of the United States and China.

			In November 2019, President Macron was even more explicit in an interview with The Economist, when he criticised NATO’s loss of purpose and direction, calling it “brain dead” and underlining that he no longer believed European countries could rely on the United States for help. The French President thus indirectly stressed the importance of European strategic autonomy.

			The outbreak of the coronavirus in 2020 has highlighted the significant dependence of EU Member States on China, not only for specific defence policy issues, but in many other areas that could pose a serious threat. The French side, for example, has been keen to stress the importance of keeping strategic industries in Europe and returning them there, as key factors for the continent’s autonomy and, through it, its security. Macron has made this issue, the objective of strengthening Europe’s sovereignty and its economic and strategic autonomy in the world, a key point on the agenda of the French Presidency of the European Union in 2022. In the French interpretation, the concept of “strategic autonomy” at European level is not only linked to defence issues in the strict sense, but goes beyond them, as it also sees a need to reduce dependence in other sectors. This is particularly true of the digital sector, but also of many other areas, and for Paris, trade, health and energy are also concerned by this issue, given the interdependence of the world’s economies. Following this logic, the so-called “Strategic Compass” was adopted at EU level in 2022, on the initiative of France, as an ambitious action plan to strengthen the European Union’s security and defence policy by 2030. In 2023, Macron had already said that France’s approach to strategic autonomy had always been ambiguous. On the one hand, there has been a distrust of the French approach to U.S.-led NATO since De Gaulle. Paris fears a worst-case scenario, where Washington, as an ally, may not take its commitments to the defence of the Old Continent seriously, or may use its European military positions to advance its own interests. France is therefore thinking of preparing for such an undesirable turn of events under the heading of strategic autonomy.

			At the same time, there is a more assertive consideration, which, for European and French interests, is also pursuing objectives that sometimes even compete with NATO in order to achieve a much more autonomous defence and foreign policy margin. The latter can be seen, for example, in the idea of expanding the European defence industry to reduce its heavy dependence on U.S. arms.

			It should also be noted that it is part of the traditional French strategic culture to define France’s role, ambitions and objectives in global affairs in a way that often exceeds the country’s capabilities. It is a well-known fact that Paris wishes to use the European Union, among other things, as a means to achieve its vision, even if achieving consensus among the 27 Member States in the field of security and defence seems to be a particularly uncomfortable road. It is no coincidence that Macron is thinking, first of all, of a narrower European cooperation, to which all member states can voluntarily subscribe later.

			President Macron and a large part of the French political elite believe that Europe must be ready to defend itself autonomously by 2027 at the latest (Brugier–Haroche 2023). Despite the fact that the closer we get to this date, the less possible this seems, France is pushing to accelerate the cooperation it has already started in the face of major geopolitical challenges. However, Paris is often at odds with the French view of the confluence of national and European interests, which are not always exactly the same, particularly as the Member States’ approach to the issue is far from uniform.

			In Paris, they fear excessive U.S. exposure. The French are aware that Europe is currently unable to defend itself, but they are also wary of excessive U.S. dominance. The possible return of Donald Trump worries France because it fears that Europe will very soon be on its own and that the United States will no longer provide security guarantees. However, Paris is increasingly aware that, regardless of the November 2024 scenario, the United States intends to reduce its European defence commitment. As François Heisbourg, a prominent French analyst, points out in his analysis (Heisbourg 2024).

			According to France, there is no alternative to European defence cooperation and the realisation of strategic autonomy, because if this is not achieved, the EU could be destroyed. It is important to note, however, that the aim should be, first and foremost, to pool the military strength of the larger European Member States. Although there is, for example, a Weimar Triangle between Germany, France and Poland, it is difficult to reconcile their interests in the field of defence policy.

			Of course, it is important to point out that the French elite is not entirely united. Internal tensions have increased significantly in France in recent years, leading to the strengthening of various radical political formations. President Macron’s flight ahead after the 2024 European Parliament elections, when he called for early elections to the legislature, has further exacerbated these internal tensions. Today, France is finding it harder to make its influence felt at European level, as different views on defence policy issues are emerging among the political elite. However, one idea is constantly present in all French political formations, namely that Europe needs to become more autonomous.

			Concluding remarks

			France has thus traditionally been inescapable in the development of European defence policy, and indeed the driving force behind it. In fact, there is practically no initiative that it has not initiated or participated in over the last 80 years. Today, its political weight may well be in decline even within the EU, but it is still an important player as the only European power with a significant military force and nuclear weapons after the Brexit. In the traditional French conception, securing autonomy and seeking greater room for manoeuvre in strategic areas is essential to preserve sovereignty and assert its interests. For decades, France has periodically examined its geopolitical situation from a number of angles and has prepared a document to help it respond effectively to security challenges. In the French approach, it is important that this traditional defence policy approach is also applied at the European level on a broader scale, taking into account, where possible, Paris’ key interests. France’s leadership is aware that it cannot achieve the strategic autonomy goals it has set for itself on its own, and that it can only do so with the help of, and in cooperation with its neighbours and close alliances. It is not a question of Paris imposing a French approach and interests on its partners, but rather of a joint search for a common path, where the objective is the same: to guarantee Europe’s security.
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			Defence Policy and Strategic Autonomy

			Introduction

			The strategic framework of Italian foreign policy has been stable since the Second World War, with European integration (EU), Atlanticism (close relations with the United States and NATO) and bilateral and multilateral relations with the countries of the so-called Enlarged Mediterranean (e.g. the Union for the Mediterranean) being the basic orientations and pillars of Italian foreign policy (Gilli et al. 2015). Although the traditional foreign policy framework remained largely intact in the early 1990s, with the birth of the second republic, its focus changed due to the different political values of the often-changing coalition governments. In today’s deteriorating security and economic environment – with worsening U.S.–China and U.S.–EU relations, Russian aggression against Ukraine and growing interstate conflicts – the Meloni Government must both meet the sovereigntist and Eurosceptic demands of its electorate and maintain the traditional foreign policy stance while retaining the confidence of international partners (and with them the financial markets).

			The goal of this chapter is to investigate the role of Italy in the implementation of initiatives related to the development of European Security and Defence policy and European strategic autonomy. The purpose of the first section is to provide a general picture of the characteristics and main directions of the country’s foreign, security and defence policy with a short introduction to historical background. In the following section a general introduction to the concept of bandwagoning is provided. The third section presents Italian military missions and operations abroad. The Italian stance on European strategic autonomy is introduced in the fourth section. The last section examines the Italian participation in the capability development projects of the EU.

			

			Main directions of Italian foreign and security policy

			Italy often described itself as a middle power with limited natural and military resources, which can achieve its foreign policy goals by increasing its influence within international organisations and through bilateral relations with major powers. The country’s international standing is uncertain and can be summarised as “last among the big and first among the small ones” (Bonvicini–Colombo 2011: 12; Andreatta 2008).

			Italy’s foreign policy has often been seen as insignificant (marginalised) and inconsistent compared to the country’s economic and demographic weight. After the birth of the republic in 1946, Italian foreign policy was gradually built around three interdependent circles: Atlanticism, Europeanism and Mediterraneanism, among which rapidly changing governments sought to strike a balance due to the bipartisan consensus (Parsi 2016). Atlanticism has been also based on a privileged relationship with the United States and NATO, a relationship which also serves to counterbalance Italy’s relatively weak position to influence on the economic and security affairs of the European powers (Croci–Valigi 2013). Europeanism includes support for deeper European integration while promoting the EU’s ability to act independently (Andreatta 2008). The main goal of the geopolitically motivated Mediterraneanism as a foreign policy direction is to extend Italian influence in the Mediterranean region, to achieve regional power status there, and to establish close bilateral and multilateral relations with the so-called “Enlarged Mediterranean” (e.g. within the framework of the Union for the Mediterranean initiative) (Davidson 2011). The area referred to as Enlarged Mediterranean in Italian sources, due to the existing close connections and interactions, includes the Greater Middle East, and so the Gulf area (according to American geopolitical concepts), thus, it is bigger than the MENA region. According to one of the latest Italian strategic documents, the Enlarged Mediterranean indicates the “region of Europe (the Balkans and the Black Sea), the Middle East (the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf), North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa from the Horn of Africa to the Gulf of Guinea” (Ministero della Difesa 2023a).

			These three pillars of foreign policy are accepted and maintained by the parties in government and opposition. During the Cold War, Italy’s foreign and security policy was largely determined by the international environment, as the country’s security was inseparable from Atlantic and European relations. However, the Euro-Atlantic strategic framework was not enough to fully meet Italy’s security needs, as Italy was bound to the Mediterranean by interests that were not always meeting the priorities of the U.S. or European integration, thus, Mediterranean relations of Italy naturally evolved (Carbone 2007; Alcaro 2010).

			Although Italy’s foreign and security policy became more active with the collapse of the Soviet Union – the country moved from being a security consumer to a security provider – the new post-Cold War political elites on the right and left continued to link Italy’s security to NATO and the EU. Rome’s foreign policy towards the Middle East and the Mediterranean has been influenced by the role it has chosen to play in the Euro-Atlantic spectrum. Basically, it depended on the coalition governments whether the respective governments prioritised European relations or bilateral relations with the United States. However, it can be observed that in some cases (e.g. illegal migration, energy security) Italy has gone its own way, because the government has assessed the situation as not being adequately guaranteed by the Euro-Atlantic framework, and such challenges have typically been in the Mediterranean direction (Alcaro 2010).

			The new challenges after 1989 and 2001 led in Italy as in other NATO states to doctrinal changes and military reforms. In Italy, one of the stages of this process was building up a professional army in 1999, which meant the end of compulsory conscription. It became evident for the Italian defence policy that to prepare for external threats, reforms should be executed. Home defence exclusively was not enough; and an effective contribution to collective security (UN, NATO, EU) was required. The reforms were aiming at an efficient defence system built on the principle of collective security.

			Although the traditional foreign policy framework, which was based on the European integration, Atlanticism and relations with the Enlarged Mediterranean, remained largely intact after the Cold War ended, with the birth of the Second Republic at the beginning of the 1990s its focus changed due to the different political values of the often-changing coalition governments. From the mid-1990s onwards, the foreign policy of centre-right governments focused primarily on national interests and Atlantic values (with strong ties to NATO, the United States and Israel). In addition, foreign relations with countries such as Libya and Russia were characterised by a deepening of bilateral diplomacy driven by personal and economic considerations. In recent decades, the foreign policy of centre-left governments has tended to focus on deepening European integration, being more open towards Arab states and favouring multilateralism over bilateralism. Overall, despite the shifts in emphasis, Italian foreign policy has been characterised by a particular mix of bilateral and multilateral relations related to geopolitical and geoeconomic approach and a “Levante approach” focusing on Italian economic and foreign trade interests. The Italian Ministry of Defence’s White Paper for International Security and Defence (2015) emphasised a focus on the Euro-Mediterranean region and also prioritised the European cooperation, especially in military technology and procurement. It also emphasised the importance of strong Atlantic relations (Gilli et al. 2015).

			The focus of the governments alternated mainly between the Atlanticist and the European direction, while a cross-party consensus existed on the Mediterranean direction, namely on the growing importance of an independent Italian foreign policy in the Mediterranean region and the assumption of a regional power role in the Mediterranean (Carbone 2007; Davidson 2011). The Enlarged Mediterranean region is characterised by almost constant political unrest. Energy resources and their access routes have drawn the attention of Western countries to the region, making Italy at the same time vulnerable and difficult to circumvent in terms of control of the region.

			The move away from traditional Italian foreign policy became only visible under the first Conte Government, which took power after the 2018 elections. Although the previous framework remained in place, the foreign policy of the coalition of anti-establishment parties (League and Five Star Movement) was characterised by sovereignty and Euroscepticism. The subsequent second government of Giuseppe Conte, and then Mario Draghi’s government of national unity, returned to traditional foreign policy orientations (Bonvicini–Colombo 2011).

			The foreign policy of the right-wing Meloni Government that took office after the 2022 parliamentary elections did not deviate significantly from the previous traditional framework. In today’s deteriorating security and economic environment – with worsening U.S.–EU and U.S.–China relations, Russian aggression against Ukraine and growing interstate conflicts – the Meloni Government had to both meet the sovereigntist and Eurosceptic demands of its electorate and maintain traditional foreign policy orientations while retaining the confidence of international partners (and hence the financial markets) in being a trusted and politically and economically stable country. In her first year in power, the Meloni Government acted in continuity with its predecessor led by former ECB head Mario Draghi. Consequently, its core drive was that of fortifying Italy’s Atlanticist positioning, expressed through its staunch support for Ukraine and contributions to NATO. Focus on Africa (and the Global South more generally) was one of the stated priorities of the Italian-led G7 in 2024. Although the international partners demonstrated concerns regarding the Meloni Government, Meloni was able to reassure its international partners and the markets regarding the Italian commitments towards the Euro-Atlantic partners (Fasola–Lucarelli 2024). One of the most pressing international concerns towards Georgia Meloni was her firm Euroscepticism, however, she toned this down after forming her government. The Meloni Government’s attitude towards the EU can be described as ‘sceptical pragmatism’: it avoids hostile political rhetoric, aware that the European institutions are essential for international success and Italy’s economic stability. At the same time the Government remains sceptical of further European integration, reiterating its view that the European institutions should focus “on the major issues on which the member states cannot act alone”, the Member States “on the issues closest to the lives of citizens, respecting the principle of subsidiarity and thus also strengthening the sovereignty of the Member States” (Governo Italiano 2023).

			Following a strong Atlanticist stance serves multiple strategic interests. Demonstrating transatlantic loyalty enhances the government’s credibility within NATO, the broader Western security community, and its European partners. This approach was necessary because both Fratelli d’Italia (FdI) and its coalition partner, the League, were – compared to the other parties – relatively supportive towards Vladimir Putin, had supported Vladimir Putin maintaining a pro-Russian stance after the annexation of Crimea in 2014, opposing sanctions against Russia. However, this stance shifted following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, when FdI unexpectedly supported the Ukrainian cause and fully aligned with the positions of the Draghi Government and the United States (Fasola–Lucarelli 2024: 202).

			Italy’s foreign and security policy has historically attributed importance to the ‘Enlarged Mediterranean’ as a strategic region for protecting and promoting national interests. Although there has been a shift in foreign policy priorities towards Eastern Europe and the Indo-Pacific, the Enlarged Mediterranean still represents the most important region for Italian strategic interest (Fasola–Lucarelli 2024). The Russian aggression in Ukraine provoked a shift in Italy’s defence priorities from the crisis management to territorial defence and conventional operations. It also had a significant impact on the organisation of the armed forces (Coticchia–Moro 2023). The rising strategic competition between great powers in Asia has also had an impact on Italian security and defence policy (Molnár–Takács 2020).

			Bandwagoning

			Apart from defining the three circles that constitute the strategic directions of Italian foreign policy, it is important to highlight the major features of Italian foreign policy behaviour as well. According to realist theories of international relations, states can adopt one of two strategies to balance power in an anarchic international system: they may either form alliances against the most powerful state (balancing) or align themselves with it, thereby pursuing a bandwagoning foreign policy. In bandwagoning behaviour, a weaker state aligns with a stronger, potentially, but not necessarily opposing power, recognising that the stronger ally stands to gain disproportionately from their cooperation. This strategy is typically the only viable option for the weaker party, based on the assumption that it requires a strong partner, as the stronger party will achieve its objectives regardless of the costs.

			Since its creation in 1861, Italian foreign policy has been characterised by bandwagoning behaviour. When it was born, an external protector was needed not only to guarantee and safeguard Italy’s external security but also its internal cohesion, thus, Italy immediately entered the international arena as a security consumer, which was then a means of survival. Its security and international status also depended on its ability to link up with stronger powers, alliances and coalitions. Italy’s involvement in the two world wars is an example of the foreign policy bandwagoning that persisted during and even after the Cold War. The more independent initiatives of Italian foreign policy during the Cold War all concerned areas that were not of primary importance for the East–West confrontation.

			The changed security environment of the new world order, which emerged after the collapse of the Soviet Union, generated a lively debate within Italy about the country’s international role, but this was only a symbolic and rhetorical debate. Three main arguments justified the preservation of the bandwagoning foreign policy: 1. the defence of Italian national interests (underlined in strategic documents) and security; 2. the enhancement of international status and recognition (by appearing as a trusted partner of a bigger power); 3. the possibility of posing as a country with having a say in key decisions shaping the international system, as had been the case during the Cold War.

			Although Italy’s increased participation in peacekeeping and crisis management operations after the Cold War enhanced its international image, overshadowing the perception of Italy as merely a security consumer, it did not alter the country’s subsequent foreign policy commitment to ensuring its security and maintaining its involvement in international affairs. As in the preceding period, Italy has continued to pursue initiatives for regional autonomous action, aiming to augment its influence rather than disengage from the established alliance system.

			Although foreign policy issues are rarely the subject of election campaigns in Italy, they can have a significant impact on the popularity of the government. The divisive nature of foreign policy can either contribute to the fall of a government or bring it to the brink of collapse. It is also influenced by the external environment in which a country’s leadership must conduct its foreign policy. Since the end of the Cold War, Italian governments have been subject to risks, uncertainty arriving from several directions as alliances and threats have become more dynamic than in the bipolar period, and the boundaries between national (domestic) and international (foreign) policy have begun to blur. Since the end of the Cold War, the external threat in response to which Italy’s foreign policy is shaped has become much less clear, opening up more space for debate on foreign policy within the state.

			Italian military missions abroad

			In the last couple of years, considerable defence sector reforms have been undertaken, while the Italian military is now one of the country’s most trusted institutions, largely because of its ‘peace missions’. In our days, the second goal of the Italian armed forces – after the defence of the State –

			“is the defence of Euro-Atlantic spaces, with the Atlantic Alliance and European partners, actively participating in NATO’s consolidated prevention, deterrence and collective defence mechanisms and contributing to the strengthening of the European defence pillar, in a perspective of complementarity of the efforts implemented by NATO and the European Union” (Ministero della Difesa 2023a; Ministero della Difesa 2023b; Coticchia – Mazziotti di Celso 2023: 1).

			Security and defence policy is supposed to support foreign policy goals, especially when security aspects of foreign policy – as it can be seen, for example, in the Mediterranean region – are gaining priority status, but current trends of Italian defence expenditures do not indicate this.
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					Figure 1. Italian defence expenditure 2010–2023

					Source: Sipri 2024

				

			

			The active engagement of Italy as a robust peacekeeping force marks a departure from the post-World War II era’s “low profile”, during which the responsibilities for preparing, deploying and employing the Italian military were predominantly delegated to NATO. Throughout the Cold War, Italy based its participation in collective defence on geopolitical advantages stemming from its geographical location and the use of military bases and infrastructure on its territory granted to the United States.

			It was only in the early 1980s that Italy exhibited a shift towards a more dynamic and assertive external stance. The early 1990s, following the Cold War’s conclusion, brought a radical transformation in Italy’s foreign policy framework, prompting policymakers to grapple with the need to redefine strategic objectives, geopolitical priorities and operational modalities for international actions. The post-bipolar world heightened Italy’s vulnerability due to its proximity to significant “crisis arcs” such as the Balkans, the Caucasus, former Soviet Central Asia, the North African coastal strip, the Middle East, the Persian Gulf and the Horn of Africa. The loss of position rent associated with bipolarity and the certainty of continuous assistance from major allies, particularly the United States, further underscored Italy’s strategic challenges.

			Although the more active Italian participation in peacekeeping and crisis management operations after the Cold War contributed to the improvement of the country’s international image, shadowing the image of Italy as a consumer of security, it did not change Italy’s foreign policy willingness to guarantee its security and avoid exclusion from international affairs. As in the previous period, initiatives for regional autonomous action have been maintained, with the aim of increasing Italy’s influence rather than pulling it out of the established alliance system.

			Italy’s engagement in international missions has remained a consistent element in its foreign and defence policy, transcending changes in governing coalitions. These missions are regarded as crucial tools for pursuing national interests, both in theatres directly impacting Italy and those aligned with broader alliance interests. Missions in Libya, the Balkans and Niger, for example, have yielded positive outcomes related to energy supplies, the management of migratory flows, counterterrorism efforts, regional security and socio-economic development in the Mediterranean region – a vital aspect for the Italian economy.

			

			In addition, Italy’s involvement in international missions aligns with broader national interests related to the alliance system, Italian positioning within key international organisations, including the UN, EU and NATO, and fostering relations with crucial European and North American allies. This dynamic is particularly evident in regions such as Iraq, Lebanon and Afghanistan. International missions serve as a pivotal element in the bilateral relationship with the United States, maintaining their relevance over time. Additionally, these missions contribute significantly to diplomatic ties with countries of strategic importance for Italy and the Mediterranean, including Turkey, Israel and Iran (Marrone–Nones 2020).

			These international missions often extend over decades, making it challenging to predict completion goals. Italy’s military involvement in Afghanistan stands out as its most significant, demanding and costly mission since the Second World War. Over 50,000 armed forces personnel were deployed, resulting in approximately 700 injuries and 54 fatalities. This commitment was primarily driven by a sense of transatlantic loyalty, as Afghanistan would not typically be at the forefront of Italy’s military and strategic priorities. Despite shifts in government, support for this mission remained consistent over two decades, highlighting the enduring importance of transatlantic relations in Italy’s strategic calculus. The decision to disengage from Afghanistan only materialised once it became evident that the United States was preparing to withdraw. As Italy began its disengagement from Afghanistan, it redirected resources towards other theatres deemed more immediately relevant to its security, notably the Maghreb and the Sahel regions. The heightened political and security focus on Africa, viewed as a critical extension of the Mediterranean, is also recognised in Rome as a potential asset within the framework of the transatlantic partnership. This shift gains significance as the United States undergoes a reassessment of its global role (Cristiani 2021).

			Italy perceives the extended Mediterranean region as strategically important, necessitating independent political, diplomatic and military actions to safeguard its strategic and vital interests. The ability to lead multinational coalition forces in this region is considered imperative. In the areas considered to be of strategic importance, the objective of Italian security policy is to be able to take unilateral actions – capabilities and capacities of the Italian armed forces must be developed accordingly − and not to be dependent on third countries. Italy’s security interest, also due to its geographical position, lies in the naval freedom of maritime navigation, the security of the southern and eastern Mediterranean, securing energy supplies, keeping illegal migration under control, and the protection of the United States against threats from other major powers (Taylor 2019: 13).

			

			Italian military operations also extend within national borders, as in the case of the Sicilian Operation Vespri Siciliani, aimed at maintaining law and order and assisting the police against organised crime. In the 2000s, military presence addressed challenges arising from mass immigration and the garbage situation in Naples. The ongoing domestic operation, Strade Sicure, initiated in 2008, primarily focuses on enhancing public safety and reducing crime, merging with earlier responses to mass immigration.

			In the past decades Italy tried to balance its relatively low, decreasing defence expenditures by actively participating in international missions in the most important conflict zones. Since 2006, Italy is the European country with the highest number of military units involved in UN peacekeeping operations. In 2023, the Italian Armed Forces actively participated in 35 international missions across 24 countries under various multinational coalitions, including the UN, NATO, the European Union and bilateral agreements. Despite the high number of missions, the involvement of military personnel remains fragmented, the Italian presenzialismo (the Italian necessity to be present everywhere in order not to be excluded) remains an important characteristic of Italy’s foreign and security policy. Notably, the centre of gravity for Italian missions shifted to Eastern Europe following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, with over 1,250 military personnel deployed on NATO’s eastern flank in Latvia, Hungary and Bulgaria.

			Demonstrating reliability to international partners such as the United States and major international organisations like the UN, NATO and the EU has unquestionably been a crucial factor. Furthermore, these operations all exhibited a humanitarian dimension to varying degrees, rendering them justifiable in the context of Article 11 of the Italian Constitution, which unequivocally denounces war as a means of settling international conflicts.

			Italy led missions in Iraq, Kosovo, the EU Mission in Somalia (EUTM), EUNAVFOR MED Irini in the Mediterranean, “EMASoH”, a mission operating in the Strait of Hormuz, and the UNIFIL mission in Lebanon.

			
				
					[image: ]

					Figure 2. Italian military missions in 2023–2024

					Source: Compiled by the authors.

				

			

			Military missions need to be approved by the Parliament each year. The government’s obligation, as per Act 146 of 2016, involves presenting a detailed report on ongoing missions to Parliament by December 31 each year, ensuring transparency and parliamentary input. However, delays in the approval process mean that Parliament may deliberate on missions practically completed at the time of debate. It is important to note that Italian missions consistently receive robust political support across various political parties.

			The Russian aggression against Ukraine has brought some changes into Italian strategic thinking. The Russian invasion of Ukraine, which represents the return of conventional warfare between states on the European continent, has made it clear to all European countries that the security of their borders is by no means to be taken for granted. For this reason, Italy plans to focus on defence and deterrence, rather than deploying its military in a variety of international military missions, according to the Documento Programmatico Pluriennale 2023–2025 (DPP). DPP represents one of the most important documents for understanding the direction in which Italian defence is headed. In fact, the DPP provides an update on defence activities and outlines the Ministry’s overall direction, defining the policy priorities that the Minister intends to pursue in the use of the financial resources made available during the three-year reference period.

			Thus by today it has become apparent that the contribution to the collective security is at the same time the pre-requisite of the country’s own security (Dassù–Massari 2008: 63–64). The Italian foreign policy, particularly in the sense of security policy, plays a really active and important role in the Western Balkans, in the Enlarged Mediterranean and in Eastern Europe.

			

			Several strategic documents, including the ‘Direttiva per la Politica Militare Nazionale’ (May 2022), the ‘Strategia di Sicurezza e Difesa per il Mediterraneo’ (May 2022), the Strategic Concept of the Italian Chief of Staff (September 2022), and the Documento Programmatico Pluriennale della Difesa for the 2023–2025 period (October 2023), confirm that Italian defence policy remains focused on the Enlarged Mediterranean. Italy’s recent military presence in the Indo-Pacific constitutes a small fraction of its overall military deployments. Additionally, Italy’s new contributions to NATO initiatives on the Eastern front do not signal a departure from its established defence policy. Since the end of the Cold War, Italy has consistently been one of NATO’s key contributors. The Army’s decision to invest in tank capabilities further underscores Italy’s pro-NATO and multilateral foreign policy. Defence Undersecretary Rauti highlighted in September 2023 that acquiring German MBTs was necessary to fulfil NATO commitments. Moreover, Italy has maintained its focus on the Enlarged Mediterranean in its international operations. Despite increased commitments in Eastern Europe, Italy has not withdrawn from any other mission, underscoring its determination to balance deterrence against Russia with continued engagement in other regions. For example, Italy increased its troop presence in Bosnia, Kosovo and Niger while also deploying units in Qatar. The number of troops in Kosovo rose from 600 in 2021 to 1,483 in 2022, and in Niger, from approximately 300 in 2021 to over 500 in 2023. Italy also formally approved three bilateral missions in Burkina Faso, Niger and Libya, while other operations, such as the maritime surveillance operation ‘Mare Sicuro’, extended their mandate under the new name ‘Mediterraneo Sicuro’, ensuring a constant presence in the Mediterranean. Several significant drills within national and NATO frameworks took place in the Mediterranean in October–November 2023 (Coticchia – Mazziotti di Celso 2023: 8).

			Italy’s stance 
on European strategic autonomy

			For certain nations, such as Germany and Italy – powers defeated in World War II and thus likely to have internalised a negative perception of military use – assuming greater responsibility for their own security remains a contentious issue, often viewed as taboo within the society. The Italian society have preferred using Italy’s military force for international missions, which have a clear and evident peace component. This sentiment does not always align with the political necessities for projecting Italian influence. Consequently, there is a preference to rely on the United States to intervene militarily. Italy consistently emphasises that strategic autonomy is not about being autonomous from external actors but rather the capability to act independently. Germany and Italy are well-positioned to offer a balanced perspective on EU strategic partnerships with the U.S., the U.K. and NATO because they believe in the complementarity of these frameworks and have invested significant political and military resources in Atlantic alliances, particularly in out-of-area operations and collective defence measures (Cristiani 2021).

			Italy’s vision of strategic autonomy entails the ability to address crises and conflicts in regions surrounding the EU while actively contributing to Europe’s collective defence via NATO. Although the Union’s institutions will increasingly contribute to this, much will depend on the major European countries, given that defence is predominantly an intergovernmental domain.

			To achieve this goal, Italy also promotes greater cooperation between the defence and security industries on both sides of the Atlantic. In the longer term, fostering interoperability between transatlantic security forces and encouraging major players in the respective industries to cooperate can be key to reinforcing both strategic autonomy and the transatlantic bond while also supporting their financial sustainability. There have been several examples of fruitful defence cooperation between Italy and the United States: the F35-Bs program, the delivery of the TH-73A helicopter, and the provision of laser pointers/trackers used in the Common Infrared Countermeasure system, to mention a few.

			Rome favours the vision of Europe with a greater presence on the international geopolitical chessboard, arguing that the European integration project must necessarily require Member States to cede more sovereignty, including in defence matters. This was also proved by the fact that Italy, with other 13 EU Defence Ministers (Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Germany, Greece, France, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain), asked Josep Borrell (HR/VP) to establish a new rapid military response capacity (called First Entry Force) for crisis management outside the EU in 2021 (Barbosa Lobo 2021; Meyer et al. 2022: 4).

			However, Italy does not support the idea of creating a common European army, preferring a deeper integration of EU–NATO defence apparatuses, positioning itself as a “hinge” between the Atlantic Alliance and the EU due to its geographical location, history and relational fabric. Another aspect of the debate concerns the extent, both territorial and sectoral, of the application of the concept of autonomy. While France and Germany favour limiting European Strategic Autonomy (ESA) to the closest European neighbourhood, Italy aims for its extension to the wider Mediterranean and Sub-Saharan Africa, areas considered of the highest strategic interest. Finally, Berlin and Rome interpret ESA in a broader perspective than just security and defence policies, contrasting with the major French focus in this area. This discourse is creating a growing consensus among Member States, defining a path from the traditional interpretation of ESA based on the French model to a new paradigm, currently characterised as “open” strategic autonomy.

			As the transatlantic community rethinks its priorities and looks to a future where great power competition looms, reinforcing complementarity and interoperability through joint programs involving European and U.S. defence companies could represent a significant step in rethinking the raison d’être of the alliance. From this perspective, Italy could become the European driver of a “transatlantically sustainable” definition of European strategic autonomy.

			Since becoming Minister of Defence in 2019, Lorenzo Guerini has consistently stressed the need to shape the evolution of European strategic autonomy, with PESCO being a crucial element, to ensure its consistency and complementarity with the transatlantic alliance. He emphasises that building a common European defence is essential for Europe to play a more effective global role, stressing the importance of pushing the EU to take on greater responsibilities in defence and security, in full synergy with NATO, amidst the indissolubility of the solid transatlantic relationship. Italy stands out as a significant European supporter of the vision of strategic autonomy that is firmly complementary to the transatlantic alliance, while other EU countries – France above all – perceive it differently.

			Despite the presence of different official documents related to security and defence, Italy does not have a National Security Strategy literally. The White Paper on International Security and Defence from 2015 can be interpreted as a kind of NSS. The Italian Ministry of Defence annually publishes the Multi-Year Defence Planning Document (Documento Programmatico Pluriennale, DPP). This annual decree can also be considered a short-term strategic document for the Italian security and defence policy. The current document for 2023–2025 highlights Italy’s support to NATO as an organisation guaranteeing the security of the Euro-Atlantic space. At the same time, it emphasises that Italy will strengthen its contribution to the initiatives and operations of the EU CSDP, supporting its ambition of growing strategic autonomy (Ministero della Difesa 2023b: 16). Although the transatlantic relationship is extremely important for Italy, the Italian Government supported and played a decisive role in the elaboration of the EU GS under the work of Federica Mogherini as former HR/VP. ESA is seen in the country as a complementary tool for national and European security, and not as a tool for decreasing the dependence on Transatlantic relations (Zandee et al. 2020: 38).

			

			An important Italian document on European common defence, which offers significant insights into Rome’s approach to the issue, is the “Report on the Prospects for the Development of European Common Defence and Cooperation between Intelligence Services”, approved by the Parliamentary Committee for the Security of the Republic (Copasir) in July 2022. This report is the final outcome of an extensive investigation conducted by Copasir. The committee hopes that the EU “can establish itself as a leading geopolitical actor”, aligning its economic influence with its diplomatic and military weight. Despite the fact that the 27 EU members “spend on defence as much as Russia and China”, there has been a “reluctance to adhere to a core principle of the Union: the transfer of national sovereignty in favour of a common European sovereignty”. Copasir identifies one of the causes as the EU’s foundation on economics and competition, whereas the founding fathers had identified defence and energy as the pillars. Today, however, Copasir notes that Europe depends on the United States for the former and on Russia for the latter. In this context, the creation of a 5,000-strong Rapid Reaction Force, comparable to the unused EU Battlegroups, is seen as a starting point that needs to be integrated into a broader process. However, Copasir realistically acknowledges that the creation of a true “European army” is unlikely due to the traditional autonomy of national armed forces and the prevailing opposition of member state governments and parliaments to potential sovereignty transfers. Instead, the report emphasises the goal of complementing NATO’s essential collective defence function with an autonomous European capability to intervene in crises outside NATO’s scope but potentially destabilising to the EU’s vital interests. According to Copasir, Italy should act as a bridge between the Atlantic Alliance and the EU, given its geographical location, history and relational network. Consistent with this view, the new European defence should not be conceived “as an alternative to the Atlantic Alliance” but rather as an “integrative and complementary pillar” that ensures Europe’s security (Ministero della Difesa 2022).

			Italian participation 
in the capability development projects 
of the EU

			In our days, France, Italy and Spain with Germany are the “defence frontrunners” in Europe (Blockmans – Macchiarini Crosson 2021). These countries are involved in most EDF and PESCO projects. Originally, the so-called Four Big European countries were France, Germany, Italy and the U.K., but after Brexit, Spain can be considered one of the Four Big countries that intend to have a decisive role in the development of defence integration in Europe. This is shown by the fact that in 2020, the Ministers of Defence of France, Germany, Italy and Spain proposed to start the elaboration of the Strategic Compass, beginning the process with a threat analysis (Zandee et al. 2020: 24). Italy plays a major role in the development of the European defence technological and industrial base (EDTIB).

			The multi-year planning document for the period between 2022 and 2024 highlights that the Global Strategy adopted in 2016 defined the achievement of strategic autonomy as a priority objective in the field of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy. The objectives related to strategic autonomy concern both technological and industrial as well as operational capability development in order to make the EU a true global security provider. The Italian strategy document pays special attention to the Strategic Compass adopted in 2022. The Italian defence policy plans and activities are in line with the goals set out in it. Among these, it is worth highlighting the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), the Rapid Deployment Capacity (EU RDC), the European Peace Facility (EPF), the hybrid and cyber toolbox. The document highlights that Italy supports the full implementation of a clear European strategy,

			“to achieve a more mature and conscious role of the EU on global stage, in synergy, and not in opposition, with the Atlantic Alliance, therefore aimed at giving concrete implementation to the so-called ‘European pillar’ of NATO. In this context, collaboration between Member States (MS) will be sought for the development of common capabilities, which guarantees adequate involvement of national industries, and the effective implementation/strengthening of the aforementioned tools – operational, capacity-building and financial – in support of the Union’s military activities” (Ministero della Difesa 2022: 16).

			The Italian approach to capability development suggests a connection between PESCO and the EDF. Although these two initiatives are recognised as distinct and separate, Italy views the former as an incubator for projects to be submitted to the latter (Marrone 2018: 2). From the Italian perspective, CARD and PESCO are also conceptually linked, as the former reviews the capability development plans of Member States, while the latter aims to cooperatively address the deficiencies in the EU Member States’ armed forces. However, the lack of automatic links between these two initiatives may be a cause for concern.

			

			According to the Italian multi-year planning document for the period between 2023 and 2025, the consolidation of the so-called “European pillar” of NATO remains among the national priorities, through the full realisation of the Integrated Approach of the European Union, the strengthening of synergy and complementarity between the EU and NATO (Ministero della Difesa 2023b: 12).

			In recent years, Italy has actively participated in the implementation of EU defence capability development initiatives and projects. From this point of view, one of the most important initiatives for the country is PESCO, within the framework of which it participates in 43 out of 68 projects. Italy leads 13 projects, participates in 36 and is present as an observer in 17. Among the projects, the European Patrol Corvette (EPC) is very important, which aims to jointly develop new types of warships in cooperation with France, Greece and Spain.

			Starting in 2019, Italy joined the programs (European Defence Industrial Development Program, EDIDP) created as a precursor to the resources of the European Defence Fund launched by the European Commission for the period between 2021 and 2027. In 2019, two Italian-led projects (FITS4TOP [Leonardo S.p.A] and PEONEER [E-GEOS S.p.A.]) submitted successful project proposals and Italy was involved in the implementation of 7 projects. As a leading nation in 2020, a total of 4 successful proposals (the JEY CUAS [Leonardo S.p.A], INTEGRAL [Vitrociset S.p.A], CARMENTA [Elettronica S.p.A.], VERTIGO [Associazione SAFE]) were presented and Italy participated in 9 others. With co-financing, the Ministry of Defence supported the actors of the defence industry that won the EDIDP calls (Ministero della Difesa 2022: 52–53).

			Although Italy has played an active role in PESCO projects and some of the most important defence companies, like the Leonardo S.p.A, Fincantieri or MBDA are located in this Member State, Italian companies play only a modest role in leading EDF projects. Regarding the first EDF call in 2021, Italy leads 5 projects (while France 19, Spain 14, Germany 3) (Freyrie 2023).

			Conclusions

			Italy has become a crucial NATO and EU member post-Cold War due to its strategic location and capabilities. It is a significant player in peacekeeping and crisis response operations. Despite not meeting the 2% GDP defence spending target, Italy’s expertise makes it a valuable ally. Italy focuses on addressing security challenges within the Enlarged Mediterranean, where it is highly active. Additionally, Italy has contributed to managing threats from the East in recent years. Its strategic location enhances its role in NATO and EU operations. Italy’s naval and air capabilities are particularly notable in its contributions to their activities.

			European strategic autonomy requires increased defence spending and military capability development by European states. Italy’s defence spending has not significantly increased relative to its GDP, and it has reduced the size of its armed forces while modernising equipment. This raises questions about Italy’s aspirations for strategic autonomy, especially in the short term, where full independence from the United States may not be in Italy’s best interest. The war in Ukraine and the second Trump Administration highlight the importance of autonomy but also the current dependence on the U.S. Despite increasing defence spending within NATO, Italy still views NATO and the U.S. as primary guarantors of security in Europe.

			The war in Ukraine has underscored the need for Italy to reassess its defence strategy and spending. While autonomy is a long-term goal, short-term realities necessitate continued cooperation with the U.S. and NATO. Italy is going to the need for autonomy with the practical benefits of NATO membership.
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			Péter Tálas

			Poland

			Introduction – 
On the historical experience that have shaped Polish strategic culture and security perception

			The aim of this study is to present how the security and defence policy of Poland, seeing itself as a Central European regional power, has been developing, including the current challenges and capabilities of its armed forces, as well as the development of Polish military reforms, and finally, the Polish roles within NATO and the European Union. 36 

			Polish is one of those European nations which did not have an independent state during the classical period of European nation development from the end of the 18th to the beginning of the 20th century. Moreover, Poland completely lost its independence at the very time (1795) when the idea of modern nationalism was emerging and spreading throughout Europe from France. Before the partitions, Poland had been one of the great powers of Europe for almost two centuries (1466–1667), through which period Polish security was threatened from the south (Turks and Habsburgs) and from the north (Teutonic Knights and Sweden), while from the east only since the time of Peter the Great (1707). The threat from the West covered an even shorter period in Polish history (from the 1760s to 1945). The weak and divided German states and the peoples of Eastern Europe did not pose an existential threat to Poland for centuries. However, from the end of the 18th century until 1989, for more than two hundred years, the most important period in the development of modern nations, the Germans and the Russians became the main actors and often the determining factors of Polish security, and their expansive actions were accompanied by the collapse of the Polish state on several occasions (1772, 1793, 1795, 1939) and extended periods of occupation (1795–1918, 1939–1944, 1944–1989). Furthermore, their departure was accompanied by the ‘rebirth’ of the Polish state (1918, 1989).

			According to many experts, these state collapses, the statelessness, and especially the historical role of the Russian Empire and Germany in these, explain why the struggle for survival became a strong and integral part of Polish national consciousness, and, thus, of the Polish security perception after the re-establishment of independent Poland in 1918 (Davies 1991: 14; Grudziński 2008: 72; Pawłuszko 2022: 15–18). Historical events affecting Poland in the 20th century – such as the period of strategic balancing between Germany and the Soviet Union between the two world wars, the fourth partition of the Polish state as a result of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, and its transition to the Soviet sphere of influence after the Second World War – only reinforced this conviction of the non-communist Polish political elite. These also supplemented Polish strategic culture and security perception with a strong demand for hard security guarantees (Zarobny 2019: 63–76).

			While there is a consensus among experts that Poland has the potential to become a European middle power and that its ambitions should be commensurate with this, we can find much more diverse opinions regarding the practical obstacles to this. While some believe that the German and Russian great power neighbourhood already relativises Poland’s middle power status (Tálas 2000; Pawłuszko 2022: 55–59), others believe that the elements of Polish political culture stemming from the lack of a permanent statehood are restraining factors (Pawłuszko 2022: 60–61). These include emotionality, an inward-looking stance, reluctance to reflect and plan, and the distrust towards other actors (Zybała 2016: 48–49). Still others believe that Poland is unable to meet the criteria of becoming a European middle power in terms of economic performance (Bendyk–Buras 2022: 6–7), and for this reason they also consider Poland’s increased importance following the escalation of the Russian–Ukrainian war to be only temporary (Pawłuszko 2022: 60). However, there is also a consensus among Polish experts that the main focus of Polish security policy, as a Central European power, should be on the Central and Eastern European region.

			These factors also determine Poland’s highly sceptical attitude towards European strategic autonomy. Since the Polish political elite did not see / does not see any strong great power(s) in Europe that would be able to deter Russia, and the behaviour of European continental great powers – like Germany and France – is often considered too permissive towards Russia, Poles look to the United States and the U.S.-led NATO as the main guarantors of Polish security (Żurawski vel Grajewski 2022: 109–110).

			

			The transforming foci of Polish security policy after 1989

			Polish security policy after the 1989 change of regime can be broadly divided into two major periods: the first covers the 1990s, the period when Poland followed the doctrine of independent security and defence, while the second covers the decades of the 21st century, when Warsaw strengthened its security as a member of alliance systems (Ochyra-Żurawska – Ochyra 2022: 33). While in the first period Poland still had to maintain its mass conscript army, in the second it transited to a professional military force, maintaining conscription, but suspending mandatory military service in peacetime (ISAP 2009). In the latter, Poland was also motivated, like other new NATO Member States in Central and Eastern Europe, by its increasing participation in allied missions, to which, according to Polish law, Warsaw was not allowed to send conscript soldiers. Almost all Polish security policy experts frame the country’s accession to NATO in 1999 as the most important security policy milestone of the decades since the change of regime in 1989 (Czaputowicz 2014: 15–31).

			Compared to Central and Eastern European countries Warsaw has been extremely sceptical of the European Union’s foreign and security policy from the very beginning. In addition to NATO membership and the strategic alliance with the United States, the Polish political elite first officially started talking about EU membership as the third pillar guaranteeing Polish security only in 2009 (Kuźniar 2012: 339–340).

			Sometimes doubts arose among the Polish political elite regarding NATO’s reliability, especially at times when the alliance’s reaction to certain security policy developments was not considered decisive enough – for example, regarding the 2008 Russo–Georgian war or the illegal Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. When, in parallel, Warsaw did not consider its own military reforms successful enough, this kind of dissatisfaction led to undertaking significant development of its own defence capabilities as a key task after 2012, and actually starting to do so after 2017 (Tálas 2014: 17–35; Raubo 2022).

			Based on Polish strategic documents, the years spanning between 1989 and 2023 can be divided into five major periods in terms of changes in Polish security and defence policy:

			◆1989–1999, characterised as a period of providing for the country’s security independently

			◆2000–2006, characterised by adaptation efforts following NATO membership (and partly EU membership)

			◆2007–2011, the period of transition to a professional military force

			

			◆2012–2015, dominated by the strategic review run by the Civic Platform (PO), and subsequently by the Komorowski Doctrine, which turned towards territorial defence and the development of domestic capabilities (Doktryna Komorowskiego 2014: 1–2)

			◆2015– in which Law and Justice (PiS) conducted its own strategic review and embarked on the technical modernisation of the Polish Armed Forces

			Poland’s relationship with great powers

			After the 1989 change of regime, Polish security policy followed the doctrine of assuring its security independently until its accession to NATO in 1999. Since Warsaw’s relations with the neighbouring great powers (Germany, the Soviet Union/Russia) and the United States played a decisive role in this, we cannot ignore a brief and sketchy overview of these relations.

			Polish–Russian relations

			Looking back, one of the biggest changes in Polish–Russian relations was paradoxically not Poland’s accession to NATO, but Vladimir Putin’s rise to power in 2000. Putin believed from the beginning that Moscow should make a determined effort to reduce the influence of the United States in Eastern and Central Europe, and he also spoke out strongly against NATO’s further eastern expansion (Zięba 2018: 9–34; Konferencja Ambasadorów RP 2023: 16–17). However, it was not these steps, or even Poland’s accession to the European Union that really cooled Polish–Russian relations, but Poland’s support for the colour revolutions in the post-Soviet region – primarily the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004–2005. After this, Moscow threatened Warsaw with the suspension of gas supplies for the first time. The plan to install an element of the long-planned American missile defence system on Polish territory in 2007 also caused tension, and the Russian leadership threatened Warsaw once again, if the plan was implemented (Tálas 2007: 1–4).

			Regarding Russian ambitions, the Russo–Georgian war of August 2008 was a serious warning for Warsaw, but the Polish and Baltic political leaders failed to draw the attention of the West, which was at the time busy dealing with the international financial and economic crisis (Tálas 2014: 17–35).

			The Smolensk disaster of 10 April 2010, in which Polish President Lech Kaczyński and his wife, as well as 78 other members of the country’s political and military elite lost their lives, not only devastated Poland, but also sharply and permanently divided political sides. While the left-wing and conservative-liberal political camp believes that it was a terrible accident, which case should be considered investigated, closed and must be overcome (Prezydent.pl 2011), the national-conservative camp, led by the late president’s twin brother, Jaroslaw Kaczyński, denies that there was an accident, suspects an assassination plot, and over the years has built a narrative – not supported by evidence – that Poland was directly targeted by the assassination plot (MTI 2023; Rozgonyi 2023).

			Finally, we must definitely mention Russia’s military interventions in Ukraine (the illegal annexation of Crimea, the Russian support and maintenance of separatism in eastern Ukraine, and the escalation of the Russian–Ukrainian war after 24 February 2022) as factors that have strengthened the Polish political elite’s distrust and fear of Russia. They also defined the starting point of Polish defence policy since 2008 (the Russo–Georgian war) as the aggressive policies and acts of Putin’s Russia threaten the security not only of Poland, but of the Central and Eastern European region, furthermore, of the whole of Europe. In addition, they sharpened Russian–Polish antagonism to such an extent that Warsaw became one of the most radical and active advocates and instigators of international military support for Ukraine and of sanctions against Russia.

			Polish–German relations

			Polish–German relations since 1989 have shown particular contradictions (Schulz–Hillebrand 2021; Konferencja Ambasadorów RP 2023: 11–13). Although many believe that – similarly to Polish–Russian relations – this bilateral relationship is primarily burdened by historical grievances, according to Polish and German experts, these play at most a secondary or tertiary role in the development and quality of bilateral relations. The same experts define the most important breaking point within contemporary Polish–German relations in 2015, when the national-conservative coalition came to power in Poland. Since then bilateral relations have definitely deteriorated (since 2018 the parties have not even held joint government meetings). Meanwhile, it is also important to see that despite the deterioration of bilateral relations, the rules of cooperation within NATO and the EU protected a number of areas from declining bilaterally (Hillebrand 2021: 31).

			The Polish–German Treaty on Good Neighbourly Relations and Cooperation was signed in June 1991, and both the Polish and German press that time assessed the agreement as a historical breakthrough, and some even compared it to the Franco–German reconciliation after World War II. In addition, two factors played a decisive role in the improvement of Polish–German relations: first, the fact that Germany had become Poland’s largest and most important economic partner, second, harmonising relations opened up the possibility of cooperation with the European Communities and NATO for Poland. In other words, Warsaw was convinced that Germany had indeed become one of the most committed supporters of Poland’s integration efforts. So much so, that even Polish experts admit that the successful conclusion of accession negotiations with the EU would not have been possible without the strong support of Berlin (Ochyra-Żurawska – Ochyra 2022: 35).

			New points of contention have also risen between the two countries. For example, the German policy on Russia, which has often and sharply been criticised in Warsaw, on a number of related issues – the construction of the Nord Stream 1 and then Nord Stream 2 pipelines, Merkel’s cooperative stance towards Putin – or the issue of minority rights of the Polish population living in Germany (as Berlin is unwilling to recognise Poles living in Germany as an ethnic minority group). On the German side, however, the Polish judicial reform, family and gender policies, and Warsaw’s position on immigration and the deepening of European integration have regularly been criticised (Hillebrand 2021: 24).

			At the same time, an example of successful cooperation within NATO is the Multinational Corps HQ Northeast in Szczecin, the command in charge of Eastern Flank defence operations of the Alliance. Bilateral military cooperation also has significant results, for example in the field of increasing interoperability of the land forces, such as through the exchange of staff officers, joint training and exercises, or the long-term goal of reassigning battalions of the Polish 10th Armoured Cavalry Brigade and the Bundeswehr’s 41st Armoured Grenade Brigade to each other (Malinowski 2021: 86). Public opinion has shown a surprisingly high level of acceptance of the militaries’ assistance to each other’s defence efforts (Kucharczyk–Łada 2021: 33).

			Polish–U.S. relations

			Relations between Poland and the United States improved and deepened very quickly after the change of regime. American administrations followed the political transformation of Central and Eastern European countries with special attention, whose largest and most populous diasporas live in the U.S. (Winid 2001: 208–231; Matysek 2020: 119–138). The importance of Poland was also clearly indicated by the visits of American presidents, namely George H. W. Bush (1989, 1992), Bill Clinton (1994, 1997), George W. Bush (2001, 2003, 2007), Barack Obama (2011, 2014, 2016), Donald Trump (2017) and Joe Biden (2022, 2023), respectively. The U.S. Government supported Warsaw in negotiations with Moscow on the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Poland, and intelligence sharing between the two countries also rapidly deepened.

			Polish foreign and security policy has consistently identified the United States as a ‘strategic partner’ or ‘the most important partner’ over the past three decades, although the reality is more nuanced. Law and Justice (PiS) Party indeed views the United States as a strategic partner and the most important guarantor of the security of both Poland and the European continent, and therefore seeks to strengthen bilateral security and defence cooperation with Washington. The Civic Platform (PO), however, prioritised economic, military-technological and scientific cooperation, and sought to develop a more balanced relationship between the United States and the European Union (and Poland) than PiS (Matysek 2021: 91–92).

			It is important to emphasise, however, that the country’s political elite is unanimously committed to Atlanticism. This is underpinned by the fact that, since 1989, Poland has participated in 93 international missions (34 UN, 26 NATO, 14 EU, 10 OSCE, 7 U.S.-led and 2 other), 18 of which are still ongoing, with NATO taking the largest share in term of troops and resources committed. Since 1991, the Polish Armed Forces have participated in seven U.S.-led missions, including those in which Poland was the only Central European participant (Operation Iraqi Freedom) or European contributor (Uphold Democracy). Another sign of the strong security commitment to the U.S. is that the country’s defence spending has always been around 2% of GDP over the past thirty years, and even the constitution stipulates a mandatory level of defence spending (currently at 3%, exceeding NATO expectations) (Postolko 2022).

			The road to NATO and EU accession

			As most Central and Eastern European countries, Poland also witnessed a heated debate about possible ways of guaranteeing Polish security between 1989 and 1992. During this period, neutrality, the idea of a Central European subregional defence alliance, and cooperative security models based on the OSCE framework were raised as theoretical options besides joining Western defence organisations (Otłowski 1998: 113–124). Warsaw’s decision in favour of the latter stemmed mainly from two realisations. On the one hand, although the transforming security environment in the country’s immediate neighbourhood following the end of the Cold War was clearly favourable, Russia still posed a potential threat from the east (Zając 2014: 194). On the other hand, after the collapse of the bipolar world order, the United States remained the sole, unrivalled global power in world politics for about a decade, whose interest was vested not only in maintaining an effective operation within NATO but also expanding it, filling the security vacuum in Central Europe (Waltz 2000: 18–29).

			Polish participation in NATO

			The greatest added value of NATO for Poland lies in collective defence, and the fact that NATO’s leading power has been the United States seen by the Polish political elite as the only actor that can credibly deter Russia from aggressive behaviour. Warsaw’s insistence on solid security guarantees stems from Poland’s geopolitical situation and troubled past. The perceived Russian threat also explains why Poland, as a NATO member has always advocated strengthening the alliance’s primary function, collective defence, and has openly criticised any changes that were perceived as undermining this function of shifting NATO’s policy focus (e.g. the creation of an autonomous European defence, European duplication of capabilities) (Kuźniar 2018: 59). Like most Central European countries, Poland clearly expected an acceptance to a collective defence alliance. Although Poland has participated very actively in the alliance’s international operations, and according to some, sometimes even beyond its means, it was always one of those NATO Member States which believed that the alliance’s capabilities should be developed in a way that maintained a balance between collective defence and ‘out of area’ engagements (Klich 2009: 85–93).

			In exchange for solid security guarantees, the Polish governments have shown strong security policy and military commitment and solidarity towards the Alliance and its Member States, primarily towards the United States. Poland took high-stake roles in almost all major NATO missions, and the Polish Government regularly adopted the United States’ position in disputes within the Alliance. In fact, it often went further: in 2003, for example, Poland undertook military roles in the United States’ Iraq intervention.

			Moreover, since the Russo–Georgian war of August 2008, Warsaw – together with the Baltic countries – has perceived Russia as a rapidly growing threat to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, therefore argued that the Alliance should focus much more on the challenges posed by Russia (Tálas 2014: 25–27). From then on, Warsaw increasingly emphasised the need of strengthening the Alliance’s basic tasks of collective defence and territorial defence, and in Polish–American relations, the need for any additional security guarantees provided by the United States (Ek 2008: 6). Since Poland could not formally achieve the latter bilaterally, Warsaw sought to assume a role in defence issues that would/could make it an inescapably important player. In the past two decades, the best opportunity was provided by the plans to develop a NATO (from 2004 on) or an American (2007–2009) missile defence system deployed in Europe (Nycz 2013: 63–66; Adamczyk 2014: 40–44), as well as the Russian–Ukrainian war from 2014 and its 2022 escalation.

			The costly, negative experience in the Iraq and Afghanistan interventions and then stabilisations led to a strong belief that Warsaw should significantly reduce Poland’s expeditionary role. This resulted in the ‘Komorowski Doctrine’ announced in 2013, which summarised the new direction of Poland’s security strategy in four points:

			1.The Republic of Poland should shift its strategic priorities from expeditionary participation to tasks related to directly ensuring the security and defence of the country.

			2.Poland’s national defence capabilities provide a key pillar and guarantee of the country’s security.

			3.In addition to territorial defence, deterrence capabilities should become Polish assets within NATO and the European Union, especially in situations where it is difficult to build consensus within the Alliance.

			4.Poland must strengthen its presence and roles internationally, and represent its strategic interests in international organisations, shaping their agenda in accordance with Polish interests (Doktryna Komorowskiego 2014: 1–2).

			The new strategic direction of Polish security policy – which also became part of the 2014 Polish National Security Strategy – essentially put the emphasis on the development of national capabilities, while maintaining the prominent role of NATO and the United States in Poland’s defence (Fryc 2014: 52–56). As a result, the security of Poland today rests on four fundamental pillars: the development of national capabilities, the collective defence of NATO, the special security relationship with the United States, and Poland’s membership in the European Union. As it was shown above, the doctrine of moving towards developing independent military capabilities was adopted well before the 2014 illegal annexation of Crimea and the Russian support for separatism in eastern Ukraine, which signalled the start of the Russian–Ukrainian war.

			Therefore, it was no coincidence that Poland initiated strengthening NATO’s eastern flank with a rotational military presence in March 2014 (Zając 2014: ­197 – ­198), which was followed by several further steps at the 2014 Newport Summit to strengthen collective defence (Csiki et al. 2014: 113–117). The establishment of four multinational battalion-size battlegroups in 2016 under NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence – with Canadian (in Latvia), American (in Poland), German (in Lithuania) and British (in Estonia) framework nation roles – was a landmark event for Warsaw. As the next step, another four such multinational battlegroups were created in 2022 – with Italian (in Bulgaria), French (in Romania), Czech (in Slovakia) and Hungarian (in Hungary) framework nations – to be increased to brigade level (each with 3–5,000 personnel) by the end of 2023 (Csiki Varga – Tálas 2023: 4). In addition, the United States also increased the number of American troops in Poland in the bilateral framework, so that more than 10,000 troops are currently stationing in the country, while a forward deployed element of the HQ of the 5th U.S. Corps was deployed to Poznan (Camp Kościuszko) (PISM 2023).

			In addition to strengthening NATO’s core collective defence mission, Poland has also been one of the most active advocates of the Alliance’s enlargement since 1999. This was the case with the Baltic countries (2004) and then the membership of Ukraine and Georgia (2008), as well as Albania, Croatia (2009), Montenegro (2017) and North Macedonia (2020). Polish support for the NATO membership of the Baltic states, Ukraine and Georgia is closely linked to the so-called ‘Ukraine–Lithuania–Belarus Doctrine’, which assumes that a key guarantee of Poland’s security is the independent statehood of these nations (Mitrovics 2023a; 2023b; 2023c).

			After 2014 Poland became one of Ukraine’s main supporters, and, since 2016, along with the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada, it has been one of the most important training and logistical supporters of the Ukrainian armed forces (Miłosz 2022). In response to the Russian troop deployments around Ukraine in 2021, Poland was supplying weapons to Ukraine since early 2022, and following the escalation of the Russian–Ukrainian war, Warsaw has been one of Ukraine’s most committed and active supporters (and provided Ukraine with nearly 4 billion Euros worth of aid by mid-2023, including 3 billion Euros (or nearly 1% of Poland’s GDP) in military support (Ukraine Support Tracker 2023).

			Polish participation in the European Union

			The new Polish political elite that came to power after the change of regime sees the European Union primarily as an international organisation that promotes Poland’s economic modernisation (Szynol 2014: 211). They consider NATO to be the organisation most relevant to Polish security, and have always opposed any European effort that is believed to potentially weaken the North Atlantic Alliance. Polish leaders are sceptical of the effectiveness of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), primarily due to the diverging strategic interests of EU Member States. They also see the lack of an integrating force in the EU that the United States represents within NATO.

			Although initially very distrustful, Warsaw eventually came to support CSDP between 1999 and 2011, as politically it could not afford to be left out of such an important EU initiative. The first Polish steps took place in May 2003: Warsaw offered 1,500 soldiers to carry out EU crisis management (Petersberg) tasks; then from the spring of 2004 participated in the development of the EU Battlegroup Concept. In 2006, Warsaw decided to establish joint multinational battlegroups (a ‘German-led’ with Germany, Slovakia, Lithuania and Latvia; a ‘Weimar Battlegroup’ with Germany and France, and the ‘V4’ Battlegroup with the Visegrád countries), and even assumed the role of a framework nation in the latter (Zięba 2012: 160–162). From July 2004, Poland joined the European Defence Agency (EDA). The confidence of Polish decision-makers in CSDP was also significantly boosted by the Lisbon Treaty for its solidarity clause and Article 42.7 on mutual assistance, which also explicitly contains a collective defence provision (Bonde 2009: 41, 146–147). Since 2009, Warsaw has been talking about three external pillars of Poland’s security: NATO, the European Union and the United States (Kuźniar 2012: 339–343).

			However, the support for CSDP and the increased Polish confidence in the EU’s defence policy did not mean that Poland also supported the concept of European strategic autonomy. For the reasons mentioned earlier, it also did not see Poland’s contribution to EU missions as changing the attitude of European powers towards Polish security needs for stronger support (for example, in relation to Georgia or Ukraine), despite the fact that Poland, the sixth largest country in the EU, ranks fifth in terms of participation in the organisation’s military operations (Żurawski vel Grajewski 2022: 113–114).

			Moreover, Polish confidence in the European Union as a security policy actor stalled from the end of the 2000s and began to weaken again. The various crises affecting Europe (and more broadly, the West), and the debates surrounding the European Union’s crisis management steps played a decisive role in this. Not to mention the fact that since the fall of 2015, a Eurosceptic political force (PiS) came to power in Poland, which was sharply critical of the Union in terms of both its internal and external policies. PiS often portrayed the EU as a threat to Polish sovereignty in its political communication (Kuźniar 2018: 66). In addition, previous Polish reservations versus strategic autonomy, such as the lack of a hegemonic European integrating force, the diversity of national security priorities of EU Member States, the lack of a ‘European’ political nation and the associated European solidarity, the low level of European defence budgets, and the lack of European military capabilities, persisted (Żurawski vel Grajewski 2022: 109–110). Specific Polish arguments against European autonomy included the German–Russian cooperation in the construction of Nord Stream 2, the (later not realised) sale of Mistral helicopter carriers to Russia by France, and the construction of a Russian military training centre in Mulino (near Nizhny Novgorod) equipped with modern Bundeswehr technology sold by the German company Rheinmetall (Żurawski vel Grajewski 2022: 113–114).

			As a result, the national-conservative Polish elite found itself in a very peculiar situation at the end of the 2010s: even though Poland participates in all European defence initiatives – and since it identifies itself as a European middle power, it could not do otherwise – it is far from being as proactive as one would expect from a European middle power. However, many believe that Warsaw manages the EU’s common security and defence policy according to its weight: Polish firms are participating in 13 PESCO projects, and are observers in another 17, and also have been coordinating the Special Forces Medical Training Centre (SMTC) project since 2019. Besides being a member of EDA and several EU Battlegroups, Warsaw has also participated in 14 EU missions since 1994 (three of which are currently ongoing). 37 

			The Russian–Ukrainian war significantly increased Poland’s prestige not only within NATO, but also within the European Union. Partly because the escalation confirmed Polish concerns about Russian aggression that had been voiced for years, and partly because the geopolitical situation of the Russian−Ukrainian war permanently increased the importance of Poland, neighbouring Ukraine, and finally also because it once again strengthened the relationship between the United States and Europe, putting the question of European strategic autonomy on hold for a while, which corresponds to Polish strategic aspirations. Another important factor in increasing its prestige is that Poland is one of the most committed supporters of Ukraine in political, military and humanitarian terms towards Ukraine (Bendyk–Buras 2022; Pawłuszko 2022: 55–57). Warsaw has also provided support for all EU initiatives aimed at increasing European military capabilities, which could enable the European Union Member States to participate more in the continent’s defence, thus relieving the United States of the burden (Żurawski vel Grajewski 2022: 118–121).

			The Polish Armed Forces

			The Armed Forces of the Republic of Poland are designated to safeguard the interests of Poland and conduct armed combat, they are one of the main elements of the Polish defence system and the basis of the country’s defence potential. They are also the fundamental institution established for the implementation of Polish security and defence policy (Sejm of the Republic of Poland 2022: Articles 11.1, 11.2). According to the Polish Constitution, their main task is to protect the independence and territorial integrity of Poland, as well as to ensure the security and inviolability of the Polish state borders (Konstytucja RP 2023: Article 26). However, one must see that the importance of these tasks in the Polish case also strongly depends on how the country’s political elite judges the actual state of the security environment and its changes; and how it prioritises threats and challenges affecting the country. For example, a serious turning point in the development and status of the Polish military was brought about by NATO accession (1999), participation in the Alliance’s international crisis management and stabilisation missions, the global financial and economic crisis (2008–2012), the Russian–Ukrainian war in 2014, and its escalation since 2022, to name just the most important events.

			The tasks of the armed forces

			In connection with the above-mentioned core functions, the Polish Armed Forces have a number of tasks, which can be grouped into the following three major batches. First, ensuring the defence of the state and resistance to aggression against the state within the framework of allied commitments, i.e. to maintaining the deployability of troops to ensure the protection and inviolability of Poland’s borders, to counterterrorism actions and to resolve local or regional armed conflicts, as well as to participation in domestic and foreign defence operations. Second, participation in stabilising the international security environment and in crisis and humanitarian assistance operations, i.e. peacekeeping and crisis management operations conducted by NATO, the EU and the United Nations, as well as other operations arising from international agreements; and maintaining forces and capabilities suitable for participation in humanitarian operations conducted by international, governmental and other organisations. Third, supporting domestic security and assisting the population, including by controlling and protecting airspace, supporting the protection of land borders and territorial waters, and conducting reconnaissance and intelligence activities. In addition: controlling radioactive, chemical and biological contamination in the country; clearing the territory of explosives and dangerous objects of military origin; conducting search and rescue activities; and supporting state authorities, public administration and the population in responding to threats (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej s. a.).

			As can be seen in Polish strategic documents, the tasks of the Armed Forces have gradually been expanding with military elements of countering newly emerging, such as cyber or hybrid, threats.

			Currently Poland have been participating in 9 international operations carried out under the auspices of the UN, NATO and the EU. About 1,400 soldiers and military personnel are participating in them. Of these, three CSDP and one UN missions, as well as four NATO operations and one ad-hoc international coalition operations. The Polish Armed Forces are participating with most troops in NATO’s KFOR in Kosovo, the UN UNIFIL mission in Lebanon, NATO’s tailored Forward Presence (tFP) in Romania and its enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) in Latvia, and the United States’ Operation Inherent Resolve against ISIS in the Middle East (Misje s. a.; Misje zagraniczne z udziałem polskich żołnierzy s. a.).

			According to the Polish Homeland Defence Act, the armed forces in Poland may participate in disaster management, counterterrorism, the protection of public properties, search and rescue operations, operations aimed at saving or protecting human health and life, cyberspace protection, clearing areas of explosives and hazardous materials of military origin and their disposal, and performing tasks related to crisis management (Sejm of the Republic of Poland 2022: Article 11.3). This has been illustrated in recent years by the response operation to the coronavirus pandemic in 2020 (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2021; Powałko 2022: 18–39), and involvement of the armed forces in closing the Belarusian–Polish border from irregular mass immigration. For example, in 2022, around 15,000 soldiers were involved in border guard duties, their number was reduced to 1,300 by the summer of 2023, only to be increased again to 10,000 after the Wagner Group appeared in Belarus in July (Al Shehabi 2023).

			

			The structure and key assets of the armed forces

			The Polish Armed Forces have five branches: Land Forces (Wojska Lądowe – WL), Air Force (Siły Powietrzne – SP), Naval Forces (Marynarka Wojenna – MW), as well as Special Operations Forces (Wojska Specjalne – WS), which were declared an independent branch of the Armed Forces in 2007, and Territorial Defence Forces (Wojska Obrony Terytorialnej – WOT), which had been upgraded to an independent branch in 2017 (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2023).

			Personnel

			The official number of professional soldiers in the Polish Armed Forces in the end of 2024 was 205,100 (PAP 2024). This meant that the number of the Polish Armed Forces decreased by 50% compared to 1990 (414,000), and has fallen by only 15% since 1999 (240,000) (Rochowicz 2019). However, it is important to point out that, on the one hand, before joining NATO, during the period of self-sustained security, the size of the army was intentionally kept very high, while on the other hand, the size of the army was the lowest in the first period after the transition to a professional army, that is, between 2010 and 2015 (99,000–100,000, or 41–42% of the 1999 number) (Kajetanowicz 2021: 85–97).

			The Polish governments communicate to the domestic and international public a higher military strength than the official number underpinned by the budget (for example, 164,100 people in 2022, 172,500 people in 2023) (Istel 2023). According to the Polish Ministry of Defence on 28 June 2024, the Polish Armed Forces were consisted of: almost 139,500 professional soldiers; more than 4,800 professional soldiers in training; more than 2,500 soldiers in Voluntary General Military Service (DZSW, Dobrowolna Zasadnicza Służba Wojskowa) in training; almost 17,500 soldiers in Voluntary General Military Service (DZSW, Dobrowolna Zasadnicza Służba Wojskowa); almost 35,000 soldiers in Territorial Military Service (TSW, Terytorialna Służba Wojskowa) (Ciślak 2024). The professional strength of the armed forces (134,362 professional soldiers) as of 31 December 2023 was as follows: 134 generals; 22,574 officers; 52,223 NCOs; 59,421 privates (Ciślak 2024).

			According to the current force development plans, the strength of the Polish Armed Forces is planned to be increased to 300,000 by 2035, consisting of: 187,127 professional soldiers, 9,373 professional soldiers in training, 3,000 soldiers performing voluntary military service during training (first-year students of military academies), 50,000 soldiers performing voluntary military service and 50,000 non-professional soldiers performing territorial defence military service (Piekarski 2023: 18; Ciślak 2024). It is currently not possible to assess whether demographic processes and budgetary conditions will allow the implementation of this extremely ambitious plan (Piekarski 2023: 33–37).

			The organisational structure and equipment of the armed forces

			Following the 2012 Defence Review, the transformation of the Polish Land Forces (WL) reached the point of formulating a comprehensive modernisation program covering the entire Polish Armed Forces in 2013 (Lipka–Smura 2014: 12). However, this was only partially implemented, partly due to insufficient resources and partly due to the change of government in 2015. The new coalition – similarly to the practice of many Central and Eastern European countries – ordered a new defence review in 2016, citing partly the changes in the security policy environment and partly the previous government’s flawed ideas of the defence reform (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2016). This resulted in the defence reform program adopted two years later, in November 2018, which is still ongoing after amendments in 2019 and in 2022.

			The backbone of the Polish Armed Forces is formed by four divisions of the Land Forces (WL), three of which are mechanised and one is armoured. The Land Forces also have four independent brigades and 11 independent regiments (Military Units s. a.). The main armaments of the ground forces in 2023 consisted of 538 tanks (Leopard 2, PT-91 Twardy, T-72, K2 Black Panther, M1 Abrams), 1981 armoured fighting vehicles (BWP-1, Rosomak Hitfist-30), 701 self-propelled artillery pieces (2S1 Goździk, M120 Rak, 1977 Dana, K9 Thunder, AHS Krab), and 206 multiple rocket launchers (BM-21 Grad, WR-40 Langusta, RM-70/85, M142 HIMARS, K239 Chunmoo) (Kucharski 2019; Wachowski 2020; Michaluk 2022b; Ciślak 2023b; Małecki 2023; Sabak 2023).

			According to many experts, the Polish Air Force (SP) was the most developed branch of the Polish Armed Forces after 1990. The Air Force was the first to receive, from the early to mid-2000s, a relatively large amount of modern Polish, European and American equipment and weapons, such as CASA C-295 (2003 – 2013), F16 (2006 – 2008) and C-130 (2009–2012) aircraft and Orbiter UAVs (2005) (Szopa 2022b). Today, the Polish Air Force has two tactical aviation regiments, each consisting of 3 squadrons, an air transport group consisting of 3 squadrons, an air training group consisting of 7 squadrons, an air defence missile brigade, and a radio engineering brigade (Piekarski 2023: 9–10). Two of the tactical aviation regiment’s squadrons consist of MiG-29s, one Su-22 and three F-16s. The MiG-29s are planned to be transferred to Ukraine, while the Su-22s are expected to be withdrawn from service. The air transport group has American C-130 and C 295M CASA and Polish M28 Bryza aircraft commissioned (Michaluk 2022a; Szopa 2022a; 2022b; Ciślak 2023a), as well as W-3, Mi-8, Mi-17, Mi-2 helicopters. The air training group operates M-346 Bielik, PZL-130 Orlik and M28 Bryza aircraft, as well as SW-4 and Mi-2 helicopters (Szopa 2022a; 2022b).

			Within the Polish Armed Forces, the naval forces were the most poorly financed branch, and suffered the greatest reduction since the change of regime. During the Warsaw Pact period, the Polish Navy had the closest relationship with the Soviet military, as Soviet war plans assigned it a major task by occupying the Jutland Peninsula (Denmark) and ensuring the supremacy of the USSR in the Baltic Sea (Lipka–Smura 2014: 73–74). According to experts, in addition to underfunding, the lack of a concept in Polish military thinking regarding the navy, as well as the deep economic crisis hitting Polish shipbuilding, also contributed to this branch of the armed forces becoming the most neglected within the Polish armed forces. Poland’s accession to NATO did not change this situation much, as Polish military leaders could not really find the proper function of the navy within the armed forces, thus, this branch has consistently remained de-prioritised (Smura–Oleksiejuk 2022: 8–12). The Polish Navy consists of three major units, the 3rd Naval Flotilla, the 8th Coastal Defence Flotilla and the Naval Air Brigade. In 2023, the main naval units of the Polish Navy included 2 frigates, 2 corvettes, 3 fast attack crafts and 1 submarine – while most of the naval units were aging. The Naval Air Brigade was equipped with PZL M28 aircraft, as well as W-3, SH-2G, Mi-14, Mi-2 and AW101 helicopters (Forsal 2021; Wilewski 2023; Smura–Oleksiejuk 2022: 16–18; Lipka 2022; Piekarski 2023: 10–11).

			The Special Operations Forces have been considered an independent branch of the Polish Armed Forces since 2007, which include six independent special operations units (Piekarski 2023: 11). This branch is the best known and most respected part of the Polish Armed Forces due to its successful participation in missions run by NATO and the United States (Lipka–Smura 2014: 87–93). It uses Mi-17 and S-70i Black Hawk helicopters to carry out its tasks.

			The Territorial Defence Forces (WOT) are the fifth and youngest branch of the Polish Armed Forces, which were classified as an independent branch of the Armed Forces in 2017 after two years of preparation. The territorial defence brigades of the WOT had been established – basically from moving east to west in geographical sense – from 2016 onwards, so that today there are 20 territorial defence brigades covering the whole territory of the country. At the end of 2024, the WOT consisted of 20 brigades (70 battalions and 199 light infantry companies) with more than 42,500 soldiers, of which 36,000 were territorial military service, 6,400 professional soldiers and 140 active reserve soldiers. In 2016, the original goal of establishing a territorial defence force of 53,000 was set, but this has not yet been achieved (MilMag 2022). The WOT has an independent command and two training centres: the Territorial Defence Forces Training Centre – CSWOT (Toruń), and the Communication and Information Technology Training Centre – CSŁiI (Zegrze), which also houses the command (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2023).

			Outlook

			In the 35 years since the change of regime, Poland has been one of the most sensitive and reactive countries in the Central and Eastern European region to changes in the European security environment. Polish political leaders have tried to seize the most opportunities in the country’s alliance systems with great pragmatism, often taking on serious burden to be considered ‘a good ally’ by its partners and to be able to credibly guarantee the security of Poland and Polish society. At the same time, Poland has also practised harsh criticism and initiated debates within the same relationships if allies were perceived as taking a path that was different from Poland’s interests. In the early 2010s, Warsaw realised early that the country’s security environment was deteriorating rapidly and that its own armed forces must take on much greater responsibility for sustaining Polish security than before. The Polish political and military elite unequivocally sees the increasingly aggressive Russia as the main cause of this.

			This is also one of the main motives of the currently ongoing military reform. Due to the growing threat, the Polish leadership plans to establish two additional combined arms divisions in the land forces, to be stationed in the central part of the country. Due to the threat, it believes that the Polish Air Force should have at least 160 combat aircraft, instead of the current 95–97, and that it is necessary to modernise the helicopter fleet of the armed forces while also reducing the number of types of rotary-wing aircraft, as the Polish military currently operate 11 types of helicopters (Ciślak 2023a). It also intends to modernise the naval flotillas, which means not only replacing obsolete ships with a new generation, but also putting new equipment into service, the capabilities of which the Polish Navy has never had before in its history, such as long-range anti-ship missiles (Wilewski 2023).

			It is easy to see that these ambitious development goals can only be achieved within the framework of a serious and extremely costly modernisation program. That is why the Polish Government plans to spend about 524 billion Zlotys (about 133 billion U.S. dollars) on 24 priority programs for the technical modernisation of the Polish Armed Forces in the period from 2021 to 2035 (Ministerstwo Obrony Narodowej 2019). These plans clearly demonstrate that Poland has embarked on an extremely ambitious military development program even by European standards, and intends to create one of the strongest military forces on the continent.

			According to Polish experts, the Polish governments may face obstacles upon realising these goals in two areas. On the one hand, from a financial point of view, because it is far from certain that the Polish economy will be able to sustainably generate the resources necessary for the large-scale military modernisation, and on the other hand, in terms of human resources, because it is questionable whether there will be enough suitable candidates for the new military force planned to reach 250–300 thousand troops in the all-volunteer force.

			Since the Polish political elite is fundamentally distrustful of the European Union’s defence capabilities and the solidarity of Western Member States with regard to the security of Eastern Member States (namely withstanding Russian aggression), they reject the idea and aspirations of European strategic autonomy. This rejection does not mean, however, that Poland does not support or wish to participate in EU security and defence initiatives that could improve and expand the EU’s military capabilities. Rather, Poland sees these efforts as complementary to NATO’s capabilities, and it seeks to ensure that others also see them as such. From this perspective, the modernisation of the Polish military is a tool with which the Polish Government, in addition to protecting the country and NATO’s eastern flank, also seeks to achieve increased political authority and influence to counterbalance the influence of those Member States (especially France and Germany) that it considers to be the most important and influential representatives of European strategic autonomy (Żurawski vel Grajewski 2022: 118–121).
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